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Prologue 


Ava Seeton dropped into the chair closest to her and 
tiredly waited for the kettle to boil. It had been a very, very 
long day of teaching youngsters who didn’t want to be 
taught. The worst part was that she had at least three hours 
grading term papers ahead of her. Just the thought of trying 
to decipher the badly spelled, poorly worded, low-on- 
imagination, barely legible essays from a bunch of ninth 
graders who didn’t care if they passed or failed just made 
her feel even more tired. 

She was sure there had been a time that she’d truly 
enjoyed teaching, but with more and more children coming 
into high school without the basic reading and writing skills 
required to complete the course she was supposed to teach, 
much of her time was spent dealing with kids too angry to 
learn anything. After years in a system that ignored their 
failures and removed incentives for them to even try, was it 
any wonder more kids than ever seemed unprepared for the 
challenge of high school? 

The kettle finally boiled, and she levered herself out of 
the chair to make the cup of instant coffee that she so 
desperately needed. 

The young blonde girl standing between her and her 
caffeine was an unwelcome surprise. She seemed to be 
about seven years old. 

“Where the hell did you come from?” Ava_ probably 
Should have been nicer, but the kid was trespassing and, 
judging by the smartass expression, didn’t seem to be lost. 

“You wouldn't believe me if | told you,” the child said in a 
voice that suggested way more maturity than her 
appearance suggested. 

“Get out,” Ava said through clenched teeth. Normally she 
would be more sympathetic to a young child being 
somewhere unexpected, but there was something about this 
girl that seemed off, maybe even dangerous. 


“But | came all this way just to see you.” The words sent 
a wave of dread over Ava’s skin, but it was the confident 
way the child walked toward her that had Ava lifting her 
hand in a signal for the girl to stop moving. Predictably the 
brat smirked and continued to stalk closer. 

“Get the hell out of my house!” 

The child grinned maliciously and leapt into the air. She 
would have landed in Ava’s arms if she hadn’t moved away, 
but when the girl went flying out of control in the other 
direction Ava just stood there with her mouth open. 

“Bitch,” the girl said as she picked herself up off the floor 
and headed for Ava once more. 

But it happened again. As soon as she lifted off the 
ground some unseen force threw her backward. This time 
she hit the concrete fireplace quite hard. 

Her eyes on the child, Ava barely registered her front 
door being kicked open. What the hell now? 

“Police! Don’t move.” 

The child seemed to lift back onto her feet with very little 
effort and absolutely no sign of injury from a thud that 
Should have at least broken a few bones. She simply 
smirked at the police officer who was, rather ironically, 
pointing his gun at Ava, and laughed in a high-pitched 
giggle. “I'll be back for you later,” she said with a wink. 
“Enjoy the few hours you have left.” 

And then right in front of Ava, and a stunned police 
officer, the child seemed to disappear. 

“What the fuck was that?” the officer asked her as if Ava 
should know. She was pretty sure she managed to shrug a 
moment before her knees gave out and she landed hard on 
her ass. 

Suddenly grading term papers seemed the least of her 
problems. 


Chapter One 


Brody Carmichael watched the pretty blonde while she 
read yet another book on her e-reader. He’d watched over 
her for four days now, and she’d barely put the electronic 
gizmo down. Thankfully there had been no sign of her 
attacker since Ava had met the assassin and had somehow 
held her off. 

It had seemed incredible that a human could successfully 
hold off a pixie, but that’s what the woman had done. 
Unfortunately, four days after the fact Brody was no closer 
to understanding how she’d done it. 

The only thing he knew for certain, thanks to his better- 
than-human sense of smell, was that the woman was 
reading books that she found rather inspiring. She gave no 
outward signs of arousal, but Brody knew what the woman 
was feeling. He just hoped it wasn’t some stuffy, older-than- 
dirt poetry or religious text that roused the woman’s libido. 
She was an English teacher after all. 

“Any news?” Nathan asked as he wandered out of the 
bedroom and made a beeline for the coffee machine. It was 
the one thing he and Nathan had in common. They both 
liked to start their day with a strong, hot boost of caffeine. 
Judging by Ava’s happy smile when she’d seen the machine, 
it was something she shared with them also. Hell, he hoped 
it wasn’t coffee that got her all hot and bothered. He kind of 
liked his theory that she was reading erotic romance, and 
that under the prim and proper schoolteacher was a sexy 
vixen just waiting to rock his world. 

That of course was wishful thinking. His own species 
might be short of females, but nobody had taken a human 
woman as their mate. 

“Go get some sleep. l'Il wake you in a couple hours,” his 
mission partner suggested quietly. 

“Maybe later,” Brody said as he glanced at Nathan 
before turning his attention back to Ava. His missions for 
PUP Squad Alpha didn’t usually involve being a bodyguard 


to a human, but with a pixie assassin trying to kill her it was 
wise to have someone close who could transport her long 
distances via dimensional jumping. Of course, Ava knew 
nothing about that. As far as she was concerned, he and 
Nathan were just bodyguards protecting her. He didn’t even 
think she’d related the experience with the pixie assassin, 
who would have looked like a child to her, with the official 
police warning that she was potentially a serial killer’s next 
victim. 

“Whoa, did you see that?” Nathan whispered, sounding 
quite excited. For a human the guy was rather unusual. 
“That may explain how she survived a pixie attack.” 

“What?” Brody asked, feeling grumpy that he’d missed 
something that seemed important. 

“She reached for her coffee and the cup slid into her 
hand.” 

“As in actually slid? Like it moved by itself?” 

“Yep,” Nathan said with a broad smile. “Maybe our 
adorable, softly sooken schoolteacher isn’t quite as human 
as we thought.” 

Brody shook his head. “I don’t think she even realizes 
she can do that.” 

“How could she not realize?” 

Brody shook his head again and resisted the urge to rub 
his eyes. Nathan might have been an experienced 
bodyguard—and from what Brody had seen, very handy ina 
fight—but it didn’t stop him from coming off as an 
overenthusiastic puppy at times. Brody dropped his head 
into his hands, despite his best intentions not to, and 
wondered for the hundredth time in the past few days if he 
was just getting old. He’d laughed at his squadmate’s early 
midlife crisis, but it was quite possible karma might just be 
ready to bite him on the ass. Even he couldn’t deny the 
cosmic justice of it all. 

Shit. AS soon as this assignment was over, he was going 
to apologize to Darian. 


Although, considering his own midlife crisis seemed to 
include an infatuation for one sweet, softly spoken, gently 
curved, human female, maybe he’d stay right away from his 
squadmates for now. 

“So should we tell her?” Nathan asked, showing the first 
hint of indecision Brody had seen from the guy. But of 
course, thanks to his overactive libido and excellent 
imagination, Brody was thinking on a completely different 
subject. It took a moment to realize Nathan was talking 
about telling her about her telekinetic ability, not the fact 
that Brody seemed to be fantasizing over her. 

Finally he managed to force out what he hoped was a 
reasonable answer. “She’ll have to know eventually, but 
maybe it would be better to wait until the situation is more 
stable.” 

Nathan just raised an eyebrow at him. The truth was that 
with a pixie assassin on her tail, Ava’s situation was never 
again likely to be stable. Not only were pixies impossible to 
kill, there was always another to take her place. Brody 
winced at the thought. He still couldn’t understand a 
patriarchal society where they sent their women to do the 
wet work. It just didn’t seem right. 

“At least let me get a message to Alex first. Maybe he 
can get someone to dig into her past.” 

“So you think it’s something to do with the Oracle’s 
murder? | mean, | know that’s why the women are being 
targeted by the assassins in the first place, but do you think 
that’s where Ava’s skill is coming from?” The guy grinned 
like this was very exciting news, but until they knew 
anything for sure Brody was going to reserve judgment. 
He’d never heard of an Oracle passing on her knowledge to 
anyone other than a paranormal child—and then only a 
select few species. As far as he knew, it wasn’t even 
possible for a human to receive the Oracle’s knowledge. 
Considering the seemingly small capacity of the human 
brain, he doubted they had enough room to store that much 
knowledge anyway. 


“Anything’s possible,” he said with a shrug. Hell, 
considering that he was a dragon-shifter lusting after a 
female from a whole different species, everything was 
possible. 


* OK OOK OK 


Nathan watched Brody watching Ava. He’d known the 
guy long enough to know what he was thinking. Very simply 
put he was the kid looking in the candy store window 
wishing for things that were simply not good for him. Nathan 
had met Brody’s family once, but it had been enough to 
convince him that Brody was the odd one out in that group. 

At the time, Nathan had tried to convince himself that 
Brody’s family members weren’t as dangerous or as 
fanatical as they seemed, but that was kind of like ignoring 
the guy who sets off the metal detectors at the airport— 
stupid and possibly deadly. 

Brody Carmichael came from a long line of narrow- 
minded, elitist snobs who thought humans were nothing 
more than overabundant insects. If Nathan hadn’t been the 
guy to stop the assassination attempt on Brody’s father, he 
doubted he would have gotten any acknowledgment of his 
existence at all. There were times when he wondered if he’d 
even have gotten out of there alive under different 
circumstances. What would have happened if he hadn’t 
been so good at his job? He was very glad he hadn’t had a 
reason to find out. 

“I’m going to jog to the pay phone in town and check in 
with Dave. Hopefully they’ve found some of the others by 
now.” 

Brody nodded, but didn’t take his eyes off Ava. “If we’re 
not here when you get back, we'll meet you at the 
rendezvous point.” 

Nathan knew exactly how Brody would get Ava to their 
rendezvous point, and he felt his stomach rebel in protest. 
Dimensional jumping was only slightly less stomach 


churning than slip travel. Given a choice, Nathan would 
rather crawl across broken glass than choose either. The 
“bounce” travel favored by warlocks was less nauseating, 
but the landings were sometimes painful enough for him to 
want to avoid them permanently. He glanced at Ava and 
wondered how she would cope. The first time Nathan 
“jumped” with Brody he’d literally felt like he’d been 
slammed in the head with a brick. Things hadn’t improved 
much over time—for any of his transport choices—and it 
was a major understatement to say he preferred any other 
means of travel. 

“I'll be quick,” he said as he headed out. He entered the 
code to disengage the perimeter alarm for that door only 
and waited on the other side until he heard the system 
reengage. 

The jog into town took less than five minutes and could 
barely be called a workout, but he waited anxiously for Dave 
to answer his phone. Even before the police officer got his 
greeting out, Nathan started talking over him. 

“It’s Nathan. Any news?” 

“Not that | know of,” Dave said in a strange-sounding 
voice. “I just got off the phone with Ronan. He wants a team 
meeting tomorrow.” 

“Sure,” Nathan said, trying to sound like Ronan’s request 
was just routine. Whatever was happening, Dave clearly 
wasn’t comfortable telling him on the phone. He didn’t 
waste time asking questions. He said good-bye, hung up, 
and jogged back to the safe house, studiously ignoring the 
inclination to sprint back. If someone were watching him, 
the last thing he wanted to do was tip them off to a change 
in the case. 

He dropped the feigned casualness the moment he 
stepped inside the house. Brody was waiting for him, arms 
crossed over his chest, looking every inch the soldier that he 
was. 

“Sit-rep,” he said quickly. 


Nathan smiled at the military lingo. He’d never been in 
the defense forces himself, but he’d spent enough time 
around ex-soldiers to know Brody wanted a report on the 
situation. 

“Ronan wants to meet us at a secure location.” 

Brody nodded. He’d crossed paths with Ronan often 
enough to know where that location was. Simply put it 
meant Ronan’s “housekeeper” was currently waiting in 
Ronan’s home office for the paranormal members of his 
team to “jump,” “slip,” or “bounce” into the house and 
collect the required coordinates to Ronan’s location. It was a 
very efficient and secure way of setting up a safe 
rendezvous. 

It also meant something big was happening. 


* OK OOK OK 


Brody glanced around the room. So far nine men, five 
from his own PUP squad—Samuel, Thomas, Wilson, Dyson 
and West—stood around talking quietly. He recognized the 
other four as Nathan’s coworkers from Deeks Security. It 
wasn’t unusual for the two groups to work together but it 
was a relief to see so many trusted faces. Ava’s safety was 
his first priority. 

They’d waited for her to fall asleep, and then Brody had 
carried Ava and Nathan through the dimensional jump to get 
here. He’d left them in a room across the hall. Nathan hadn’t 
been in very good condition, and he suspected that Ava 
wouldn’t fare much better if she woke before the effects of 
jump travel wore off, but Brody had no doubt Nathan would 
defend the woman with his life if the need arose—nauseated 
or not. Fortunately, in this secure location, he shouldn’t 
need to. 

“We've had a break in the case,” Ronan said as soon as 
he walked in the door. 

“Well sort of,” the unfamiliar man beside him said with a 
worried expression. Brody was pretty sure he was human. 


“It’s not exactly the type of information I’m going to share 
with my bosses, but Ronan and Alex were able to capture 
the pixie assassin. It seems she was working alone.” He let 
out a deep breath, his worry leaking through even as he 
tried to hide it. “That’s where the good news ends though. 
My sister, Kali—she’s the one Ronan and Alex have been 
protecting—has started showing signs of paranormal 
abilities.” 

“Like telekinesis?” Brody asked quickly. 

“How did you know?” the man asked, sounding both 
aggressive and very worried for his sister’s welfare. 

“Because Ava seems to have it, too. We don’t think she’s 
even noticed, but we suspect it’s how she survived that first 
encounter with the pixie.” 

“I’m kind of glad to hear that. If they’re going to be 
targets of assassins, the least fate can do is give them a 
fighting chance,” Samuel said with a nod of approval. 

“True,” Brody agreed with the vampire. He turned his 
attention back to the human. “So is the threat neutralized?” 

“For the moment,” he said. The man rubbed his forehead 
tiredly. “Ronan will fill you in on the details. It seems the 
assassin was working alone, but it’s only a matter of time 
before someone notices she’s missing. If they start poking 
around into what she was doing, it’ll lead them straight to 
the same conclusions. This time | doubt they’ll only send 
one.” 

“What’s your plan, Ronan?” Brody knew the man well. 
Ronan always had a plan or two or six. 

“We're setting up new identities for all of the identified 
targets,” Ronan said, sounding his usual controlled self. 

“We haven’t been able to locate them all, but when we 
do we need to turn their lives upside down and inside out in 
an effort to keep them alive.” The human took a deep 
breath in an obvious attempt to be more optimistic. “But we 
think we can offer them at least some sort of normal life.” 

Ronan smiled and leaned against the table behind him. 
“A few years ago | purchased a town called Sugarvale. It’s 


fairly isolated, and at the moment is little more than a ghost 
town, but | think it’ll work well as secure home for these 
women. Alex and I have already set up a home for our wife.” 
Ronan grinned at the obvious surprise on the faces of the 
men in the room, but he didn’t explain his sudden change in 
marital status. “We plan to do the same for anyone else we 
can locate. If they’re all showing extrasensory skills, then 
it’s doubly important to get them to a safe location.” 

The human nodded in agreement, but it was Brody’s 
werewolf squadmate, Thomas, who asked the next question. 
“So are the human women all the Oracle’s receptacle?” 

“We still don’t know anything for sure. We have no way 
of Knowing exactly what the Oracle did, or why she planned 
to do it, but we do know it was why she was killed. If she 
somehow passed her information on to humans, there had 
to be a reason for it.” 

They spent the next couple of hours discussing the case, 
pooling their information in the hopes that it might lead 
them to the missing women. As the meeting broke up, 
Ronan called Brody over. 

“How's Ava doing?” 

“Considering what she’s been through, she’s coping 
pretty well. Spends a lot of time reading.” 

Ronan nodded. “Does she understand what’s going on?” 

“We haven't explained anything to her.” He hesitated, 
wondering if the next words to come out of his mouth would 
make him sound like a fool. “The thing is...sometimes | get 
the feeling she knows more than she lets on.” 

Ronan’s grin was unexpected. “Kali has the same skill. 
She describes it as ‘knowing’ stuff she shouldn’t know. She 
can’t explain where the information comes from, only that 
she knows it’s true.” 

“So Ava...” 

“Is very likely to understand more about the paranormal 
world than we do.” 

Brody raised an eyebrow—he was a paranormal after all 
—but Ronan just gave him a look that suggested he had a 


lot to learn. Hell, maybe he did when it came to human 
women with extrasensory skills. 

“I’ve got a couple of trusted friends helping rebuild the 
town of Sugarvale. There’s a house ready to go if you don’t 
mind living without a kitchen for a day or two.” 

Brody smiled. “As long as we have somewhere to plug in 
the coffee machine, we should be okay.” 


Chapter Two 


They’d moved to a new safe house three weeks ago. This 
one was also in the middle of nowhere, but at least she had 
neighbors. She’d only met Kali, Ronan, and Alex a few times, 
but it had been very obvious that the men weren’t just 
protecting Kali. They were very much in love with her. 

Of course that had led Ava’s rather fertile imagination 
into forbidden territory, which had resulted in her 
downloading even more erotic romance stories in an effort 
to distract herself. She realized that to an outsider that 
action might seem self-defeating under the circumstances, 
but she somehow hoped that by reading about perfect men 
in a perfect fictional world that it would somehow highlight 
the failings of the men protecting her. So far it hadn’t 
worked—Nathan and Brody still seemed flawless—yet she’d 
blown her entire monthly book budget on erotic romance 
Stories. It was either read the books or talk to the two men 
currently starring in her nightly dreams and her daytime 
imaginings. She’d already spent far too much time enjoying 
their company. At this stage, reading seemed less 
dangerous for her heart. 

Ava tried to control her breathing as she read through a 
rather passionate encounter between the lead characters in 
the story she was currently devouring. Again she questioned 
her choice of reading material, but after everything that had 
happened in the past few weeks, she felt the need for happy 
endings. 

Even though both men seemed to be trying to protect 
her from it, she knew that she faced more than a crazed 
serial killer. The child who’d attacked her in her own home 
had apparently appeared out of nowhere. Ava hadn’t seen 
nor heard a door or window open and had later found them 
still locked. If that hadn’t been ample proof, the officer’s 
startled exclamation when the child had seemed to 
disappear by walking through an invisible doorway had been 
enough to convince her. 


She’d actually worried for Nathan and Brody’s safety 
until she’d seen Brody light the burner on the stove with a 
flame from his mouth. He hadn’t realized she was in the 
room at the time, and she’d been careful not to give away 
what she saw, but it gave her a modicum of peace that it 
seemed the two men watching over her were equipped in 
ways ordinary police officers were not. 

Ava squirmed again as she got to the part in her book 
where the hero was thrusting hard and deep inside the 
heroine’s body, his mind filled with the need to claim his 
beautiful mate. He bit her, burying his canines in her 
shoulder as they both exploded into orgasm. 

Of course, the erotic paranormal tale did have her 
wondering if she’d somehow fallen into a wild fantasy of her 
own. She hadn’t thrown out the idea that she was 
completely delusional and lying in a hospital in a catatonic 
state. It was probably the most obvious explanation. 

She heard Brody breathe deeply and wondered if it was 
her overactive imagination or if the man could really smell 
her arousal. Figuring that if she was delusional, the question 
wouldn’t matter, and if she wasn’t delusional, she’d finally 
know the answer, Ava set the e-reader aside and looked 
directly at the man protecting her. 

“Is your sense of smell better than a human’s?” 

He smiled, laughed softly, and then confused the hell out 
of her by answering, “Yes.” 

She sat there stunned for a few moments wondering 
what to say next. It didn’t quite seem possible that he would 
try to hide his identity for the last month or so and then 
suddenly admit it so easily. Her theory that she was 
strapped down in a psych ward was starting to look very 
likely to be the truth. 

“Um...” She peeked at him through her lashes, not trying 
to be coy, but wondering if it was wise to ask the man—or 
whatever he was—such direct questions. “So...um...what... 
who are you?” 


He smiled, came to sit on the sofa beside her, and 
touched her face reverently. “I’m Brody Carmichael—still the 
same guy who's been protecting you these last few weeks.” 
She raised one eyebrow, waiting for more. He laughed again 
and added, “And well, I’m a dragon-shifter.” 

“A dragon? As in a big freaking lizard with wings?” She 
bit her lips closed as soon as the startled question left her 
mouth. Hell, what must the man be thinking? He’d been 
nothing but kind, and she thanked him by suddenly being 
frightened of him. That didn’t seem very fair. Of course the 
fact that the whole conversation seemed surreal might 
explain, but certainly didn’t excuse, her rude behavior. 

“Probably more like a small dinosaur than a big lizard,” 
he said with a kind smile. “It’s true. We have a bad 
reputation, but | assure you we’re not as bad as human 
culture suggests. It’s quite possible we're not even the 
species humans refer to as dragons in their literature.” 

“Oh,” Ava said, trying not to show how embarrassed she 
felt for her reaction. “I...um...” 

Brody smiled and, figuratively speaking, let her off the 
hook. “It’s okay, Ava. I’ve spent a lot of time around humans 
these past few years. It’s a reaction I’ve come to expect.” 

“Well | still apologize. We’ve been living together for 
nearly a month. You’ve been nothing but polite and friendly, 
and you certainly didn’t deserve such a knee-jerk response.” 

He smiled that charming, genuine smile that made the 
hero in her current read seem rather dull by comparison. 
“Now that we have the awkwardness out of the way, is there 
anything you'd like to ask me?” 

“Does it hurt when you light the burner with flames from 
your mouth?” 

He laughed, the sound hearty and very appealing. “You 
saw that, huh? Bet you thought you were seeing things.” 

She shrugged slightly. “After seeing that kid disappear 
into thin air, being able to breathe fire just seemed kind of 
normal.” She couldn’t quite explain it. It was as if she knew 
these things existed but had forgotten them somehow. It 


didn’t make any sense in her head, yet she couldn’t 
rationalize it away. 

But then she remembered the answer to her first 
question. Heated embarrassment flooded her face, and she 
felt an intense need to apologize for her physical reaction to 
the e-books she’d been reading. Good grief, was this what it 
felt like for a man when he was caught with a raging hard- 
on? 

“Ah, | see the information about my sense of smell finally 
sank in.” He leaned over, cupped her face in his incredibly 
warm hand, and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “No need to 
be embarrassed, sweetheart. Just tell me you’re not reading 
seventeenth-century poetry.” 

She laughed, her embarrassment fleeing in the light of 
his humor. “No, rather more modern stories I’m afraid. The 
type | wouldn’t want my students to know | read.” 

“Ah,” he said, smiling as if he knew the exact type of 
story she referred to. “Got any ménages in that reader- 
thingy?” 

She almost swallowed her tongue at his bold question, 
and couldn’t help imagining herself between Brody and 
Nathan. Ava attempted to rationalize away the unexpected 
attraction to both of her protectors, but try as she may she 
couldn’t come up with replacements. Even knowing that 
Brody was a dragon-shifter hadn’t seemed to have lessened 
her attraction to the man. 

He groaned and lifted her onto his lap. She snuggled into 
his embrace and tried not to moan out loud at the delicious 
feeling of his hard cock pressed against her bottom. Good 
grief. She’d been celibate since her last disastrous 
relationship had ended nearly two years ago, but it seemed 
her libido was roaring back to life thanks to a combination of 
proximity, boredom, and fear. She wasn’t silly enough to 
mistake it as love. Infatuation, most likely, but not love. 
Maybe she was also feeling the need to reaffirm life. She 
was being hunted by a serial killer after all. 


But none of her rationalizing prepared her for Brody’s 
passionate kiss. He threaded his fingers into her hair, tilting 
her head to the angle he wanted, and then thrust his tongue 
into her mouth, exploring and caressing the dark recess as 
his other hand roamed over her spine and lower. 

She was practically vibrating with need by the time he 
pulled away. He laughed softly, the sound not his usual 
hearty laugh, but this time almost mocking, almost 
insulting. She wanted to bristle with annoyance, but he 
pulled her head against his chest and wrapped her tightly in 
his embrace. 

“The things you do to me, sweet Ava. | shouldn’t have 
done that, but I’m sitting here trying to talk myself out of 
doing it again.” 

“Why shouldn‘t you do it again?” Ava blushed at her 
straightforward question. She’d swear that she used to own 
a modicum of tact, but it seemed to have fled. “I mean...| 
liked it, so | wouldn’t, you know, mind if you...um...did it 
again.” She wanted to roll her eyes at her poorly delivered 
words. For heaven’s sake, she was supposed to be an 
English teacher. If that was the best she could do, maybe 
she should reconsider her chosen vocation. She took a deep 
breath, shored up her wavering courage, and decided to be 
more direct. “Please kiss me again.” 

He looked for a moment like he was going to refuse, but 
then he smiled and said, “How could | refuse such a lovely 
request from such a beautiful lady?” 

Before she could answer—or chicken out—he lowered his 
head to hers once more. But this time, he kissed her slowly, 
nibbling at her lips until she whimpered softly and pressed 
herself closer. He groaned as his arms tightened around her. 

“See, | miss all the fun.” 

Ava almost leapt off Brody’s lap at Nathan’s voice, but 
Brody held her tight, refusing to let her leave. Nathan 
sauntered into the room, sat at the other end of the sofa, 
and reached for one of her hands. “There’s something we 


probably should have told you days ago, but we weren’t 
quite sure if you were ready to hear it.” 

Ava sat quietly, trying to hold on to her composure, as 
she waited for Nathan to explain. 

“We've managed to...ah...apprehend the person who 
was trying to kill you, but it would seem that she’s not the 
only one liable to come after you.” 

“Me? Seriously?” Ava shook her head in confusion. “I’m a 
plain-old-ordinary-everyday-dime-a-dozen kind of woman. 
One disturbed mind wanting me dead because | was born on 
a certain day is understandable in a twisted kind of way, but 
to say there’s more than one killer after me...What did | do? 
Piss off some sort of cult?” 

“In a manner of speaking,” Nathan said slowly. He 
glanced over her shoulder at Brody, and it seemed he was 
looking for help to explain to the poor little human what the 
hell was going on. Annoyingly, her eyes filled with tears, and 
she closed them against the urge to cry. Despite her little 
speech, she knew she was no longer an ordinary human. It 
didn’t make much sense, but somehow, someway, 
something had changed the day that kid had appeared in 
her kitchen. 

“I can’t go back home, can |?” 

“We don’t think it would be safe. It’s inevitable that 
someone will eventually look into what the ah...assassin was 
doing and pick up where she left off.” 

“What was she?” Ava asked, tired of living with half 
truths. If she were honest with herself, she’d admit to hiding 
in her e-reader while trying to ignore the world as it fell 
apart around her. 

“A pixie,” Brody answered, his hand running soothingly 
up and down her arm. 

Nathan looked like he was going to swallow his tongue, 
and for a moment Ava could see the humor in the situation. 

“Are you a dragon-shifter, too?” she asked with a half 
smile. 

“Nope, plain old ordinary human.” 


“Who just happens to be one of the best bodyguards 
available—human or otherwise,” Brody added. 

Ava wasn’t sure how to react to that. There was no 
doubting they were good at their jobs. She hadn’t really felt 
frightened at all once they’d arrived at her home and moved 
her to a safe house. The policeman who'd been with her 
that day and his partner had stayed until Brody and Nathan 
had arrived, but it wasn’t until they’d taken over her 
protection that she’d actually felt safe. 

“So...what happens now?” she asked worriedly. If there 
was a never-ending line of assassins waiting for their chance 
to kill her, how would she ever be safe? They couldn’t 
protect her for the rest of her life. Surely they had their own 
lives to get back to. 

Brody glanced worriedly at her and grimaced as he said 
the words. “Ava Seeton is going to die in a horrific car 
accident tonight. It’s the only way to keep you safe.” 

“You're going to keep me safe by killing me?” 

“Of course,” Nathan said with a grin that told her she 
was seriously missing the point here. 

Maybe it was the stress of the past week, but it took 
another three seconds for it to finally sink in what they 
meant. “You're going to fake my death?” 

“Shit,” Brody said as he wrapped his arms more tightly 
around her and rocked slightly. “Sorry, sweetheart. We 
explained that badly.” He glanced at Nathan’s worried 
expression. “She’s shaking like a leaf. She thought we 
meant to kill her for real.” 

“No | didn’t,” she denied quickly. She hadn’t, not really. 
She just hadn’t understood exactly what they’d meant 
Straight away. “I just...um...it’s been a long couple of 
weeks.” They both gave her a look that said they didn’t 
quite believe her lame excuse, but Nathan leaned in and 
kissed her cheek as Brody ran his hand slowly up and down 
her arm. 

“We're sorry anyway.” Nathan made a self-deprecating 
sound. “We’ve both been working so long with our teams 


that we tend to talk in shorthand. We should have explained 
it more fully.” 

“How long have you two been doing this?” Did it say 
something about her that jealousy was boiling in her gut? 
Did they cuddle and kiss every woman they were assigned 
to protect? 

“I’ve been working for Deeks Security in one capacity or 
another for the past fourteen years,” Nathan said. He tilted 
his head toward Brody. “The old guy here has been part of 
the PUP teams for...what? Sixty, seventy years now?” 

“Close enough,” Brody said in a tone that suggested he 
wasn’t even close. 

Ava really wanted to say something, but every time she 
opened her mouth nothing came out. Not even a squeak. 
Surely they were joking. Sixty, seventy years? The guy 
didn’t look a day over thirty. Ava rubbed her eyes tiredly. 
Okay, so he wasn’t actually human. He was a dragon-shifter, 
but still sixty or seventy years of cuddling up to every 
woman they’d been tasked to protect made her green with 
jealousy and nausea. 

“What is it, baby?” Nathan asked, looking really 
concerned. She was just freaked out enough to blurt the 
truth. 

“I thought that we had a connection. | just...” 

“You think we cuddle all of our clients?” Brody asked, 
sounding offended. Great, just what she needed—to piss off 
a dragon. She already knew there was some truth to the 
whole breathing fire part of dragon mythology. But then his 
words sank in. 

“You don’t cuddle all of your clients?” 

“Hell, no,” Nathan said, sounding as affronted as Brody. 
He leaned over, tilted her face up to his, and gazed into her 
eyes as if he could see into her soul. “You do feel it...the 
connection between the three of us.” 

The relief that rolled through her was incredible and 
maybe a little bit embarrassing. Nathan’s grin widened as 
She felt a blush creep over her cheeks. Brody lifted her as if 


she weighed nothing, and turned her so that she straddled 
his lap and faced his rather serious expression. Nathan 
caressed the back of her neck, his fingers filtering through 
her hair over and over, almost as if he couldn’t bear not to 
touch her. 

Brody studied her face for a few moments before smiling 
confidently. “Kiss me, sweetheart.” 

She glanced over her shoulder, wanting to kiss Brody, 
but not wanting to upset Nathan in the process. 

Nathan smiled, tightened his fingers in her hair, and 
guided her mouth toward Brody’s. She didn’t even think of 
resisting, her need to experience what they were offering 
overruling every sensible thought in her head. 

Brody pressed his lips to hers, the touch gentle, 
comforting, the slow glide of his mouth over hers sweeter 
than any kiss she’d ever known. He gradually deepened the 
contact, exploring her more fully, his hands roaming over 
her back, up her neck, his big palm replacing Nathan’s in 
her hair as he drew her closer. 

She felt Nathan’s scorching touch even through her 
clothes. His hands roamed over her back, her sides, 
kneading the tight muscles in her shoulders a moment 
before sliding around her chest and gently caressing over 
the beaded nubs of her nipples. 

Ava moaned, opening her mouth to Brody’s questing 
tongue, sighing when Nathan’s firm touch dipped lower, 
down her stomach and pelvis, and then caressed over her 
clit. Even through the soft material of her pants, the touch 
sent her desire rocketing higher. 

Brody broke the kiss, his breathing ragged, his eyes 
searching her face once more before he grabbed the hem of 
her shirt and dragged it over her head. He fumbled with her 
bra, his impatient fingers tearing the delicate lace until 
Nathan unhooked the catch and let the scrap of material fall 
to the ground. Brody lifted her to his mouth, arching her 
spine until his mouth engulfed her breast in wet heat. She 


shivered as he tongued the nipple, caressing and flicking 
the tiny nub until she shook on the verge of orgasm. 

Nathan leaned over her, his mouth on hers, the slow, 
sensual glide a stark contrast to the heated frenzy at her 
breast. 

“Up,” Brody said urgently, lifting her to her feet, holding 
her steady as Nathan dragged her pants and underwear to 
the ground. He groaned when she was naked, admiring the 
view for three full seconds before lifting her high against 
him, encouraging her to wrap her legs around him, and then 
pressing his denim-covered cock against her pussy. 

He kissed her savagely, staking his claim, pressing her 
harder against him as his passion flamed out of control. But 
Nathan was there, caressing her spine, encouraging them 
toward the bedroom, guiding them safely down the hallway, 
Slowing the situation slightly, giving them all a chance to 
savor the moment. 

By the time Brody lowered her to the mattress, he 
seemed more in control, maybe even a little embarrassed 
by his reaction to her. Nathan dragged off his clothes, 
joining her on the bed a moment later. He lay on his side, 
resting on his elbow, his head propped up on his hand as he 
caressed her belly. 

“How long has it been for you?” 

Confused by the unexpected question, Ava shrugged and 
looked over at Brody. He was still fully clothed. Nathan slid a 
hand up her middle, gently touching her face to get her full 
attention. “How long has it been since you last had a lover?” 

Embarrassment heated her cheeks, but she managed to 
stammer out, “Two years.” 

“Fuck,” Brody said in a voice filled with self-loathing. “l 
could have hurt you.” 

Huh? She shook her head. It wasn’t like she was a virgin 
or anything. She knew what sex was all about. Brody looked 
so annoyed with himself that she glanced at Nathan. He 
nodded, obviously realizing her need to comfort Brody, and 


so she climbed off the bed and stood in front of her dragon- 
shifter. 

“Its okay,” she said quietly, reaching up to touch his 
face. He pressed his hand over hers, closing his eyes and 
exhaling deeply as he fought some sort of internal battle. 
She pressed her lips to his and moved away slightly. She 
was above average height for a woman and Lord knew she 
had plenty of padding. Her weight had been an issue most 
of her life, but suddenly being built like an Amazon from the 
legends of old seemed to be an advantage. “I trust you not 
to hurt me.” 

Brody looked at her like she was insane. “Dragon mating 
is not what you’re used to. It’s a clash of wills. A fight for 
domination. Hell, even my people get injured sometimes, 
and we’re actually built for it.” 

“A fight for domination?” she asked. She wasn’t actually 
frightened by his description, but it was prudent to at least 
understand exactly what she was getting into. “What if | 
don’t want to fight? What if | want to submit, instead?” 


Chapter Three 


What if | want to submit, instead? 

Ava’s words bounced around Brody’s head, her soft voice 
repeating the question over and over in his mind. Submit? It 
seemed like such a foreign concept. Dragon mating was 
always consensual, but dragon females never backed down, 
always fighting to be the dominant partner, to control the 
mating. He’d never before had a partner willing to submit to 
his wishes. 

He reached for her, touching her face lightly the same 
way she’d touched his moments ago. “Are you sure about 
this?” 

She rolled her eyes, winked, and then smiled. “Of course 
| am. | want to be with you and Nathan, and if that means 
letting you take control, then that’s what | want to do. | 
suspect Nathan may even prefer it that way—he acts like 
the Doms in my books.” She glanced over at Nathan, her 
breath catching momentarily when he nodded. “I trust you 
both to take care of me.” 

“Don’t worry so much, Brody,” Nathan said from his 
position on the bed. “If you don’t trust yourself, then trust 
me instead. | won’t let you hurt her.” 

Nathan’s cocky grin reminded him of all the missions 
they’d handled together. Even though they worked for 
different agencies, Brody knew Nathan was more than 
capable of stopping him if things got out of hand. He took a 
deep breath, nodded to Nathan in thanks, and rubbed his 
thumb over Ava’s lips as he turned to face her. 

“Go to Nathan. Show me what you mean when you say 
you'll submit to me.” 

Ava nodded, her soft smile warming his heart. She turned 
back to Nathan, waiting nervously, obviously uncertain what 
to do. Nathan rolled off the bed, coming to stand in front of 
her, no longer the playful lover he’d been a few moments 
ago, but rather the dominating personality he’d seen the 
man use when the situation called for it. 


“On the bed, Ava. Hands and knees.” 

She nodded, quickly moving to do what Nathan ordered, 
the scent of her increased arousal filling the room once 
more. 


* OOK OOK OK 


Nathan tried to hide the small worry that niggled in his 
mind. When Ava had said she wanted to submit, every 
dominant tendency he’d ever owned had come roaring to 
the forefront of his mind. It had been a long time since he’d 
had a chance to visit the BDSM club he belonged to, and 
even longer since he’d had a submissive of his own. But at 
Ava’s innocent words his cock had hardened to the point of 
pain, and the scene he’d read through on her e-reader when 
she'd been sleeping bounced through his mind. 

But just because she’d read it, just because she said she 
wanted to submit, it didn’t really mean she actually wanted 
to experience it. He fell back on his training both as a 
bodyguard and as a Dom and hoped like hell he was reading 
her body language properly. 

She was on her hands and knees, facing the headboard 
of the bed, her arms trembling either from passion, nerves, 
fear, or maybe all three. Whatever happened in the next few 
minutes could decide the future for all of them. He glanced 
at Brody, noticed the tension the big man couldn’t hope to 
hide, and then turned to face the woman who suddenly had 
the power to break them both. 

“I’m giving you a safe word, Ava. If at any time you are 
scared, overwhelmed, hurting, or just plain need to talk | 
want you to say the word ‘red.’ Is that understood?” 

She nodded, looking over her shoulder at him, her 
uncertainty leaking through her control. He caressed her 
back, his hand traveling over the bumps of her spine, 
dipping into the hollow above her butt cheeks, and 
caressing lower, massaging the soft globes of her ass. 


“You have a beautiful ass, Ava,” he said with genuine 
appreciation. She made a disbelieving noise, and he slapped 
her bottom in reaction. She squeaked at the sharp hit, but 
stayed where she was. “I said you have a beautiful ass, Ava. 
The proper response is ‘Thank you, Sir.’ Is that clear?” 

She seemed to hesitate, perhaps unprepared for the 
domination to begin before anything of a truly sexual nature 
had happened. “Yes. Thank you, Sir.” 

“Good girl,” he said, caressing the pinkened skin where 
his hand had landed. “I’m going to spank you, Ava. Not 
because you’re in trouble, but because | like the idea of 
seeing your beautiful ass covered in my handprints.” He 
waited a moment, caressing her skin, assessing her reaction 
as her muscles trembled under his touch. “Would you like to 
use your safe word, Ava?” 

“N-No, Sir,” she managed to say in a breathless voice. 

“Good girl,” he said as he leaned over and pressed his 
lips to her spine. “Lower your shoulders to the mattress.” He 
pressed a hand between her shoulder blades, pushing her 
down so that her ass pointed higher into the air. “Get 
comfortable, Ava. We want you to relax so that you can 
enjoy this.” 

“Yes, Sir,” she said in a calmer-sounding voice. 

He continued to caress her, enjoying the way she 
trembled while she waited. He rubbed her bottom, warming 
the skin slightly before landing a hard smack against her left 
butt cheek. She pulled away instinctively, but moved back 
into position very quickly. “Good girl,” he said again, 
glancing over his shoulder to see Brody standing behind him 
with a look of fascination on his face. 

Nathan smacked Ava again and again, each time praising 
her for her response. Soon she was moving into the blows, 
subconsciously begging for more. He could see her shiny 
juices dripping from her pussy, her arousal coating her 
thighs as she wound closer and closer to orgasm. Nathan 
wished he’d left his own clothes on. The urge to bury his 
cock deep inside her, to take her hard and fast, was almost 


overwhelming. He called on every ounce of self-control he 
owned, determined to savor the moment and not rush their 
first time together. 

He touched the shiny lips of her pussy, spreading her 
arouSal, swirling his fingers through the wetness. He lifted 
his hand to his mouth, tasting her essence, groaning as her 
flavor hit his tongue. 

“Brody needs to taste you, baby. Lie still while he eats 
your pussy.” 

Ava sighed, relaxing against the mattress slightly as she 
reacted to his order. 


* OK OOK OK 


Ava was on the verge of orgasm, but strangely she also 
felt very relaxed, like being told what to do somehow freed 
her from the worry of needing to decide what to do on her 
own. 

Nathan continued to caress her spine and shoulders as 
he came to sit on the bed beside her. He leaned over, 
pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek, and smiled at her soft 
squeak when Brody wrapped his hands around her thighs 
and lifted her pussy to his mouth. 

His touch was gentle, his tongue soothing as he lapped 
at the soft folds of her pussy. She squirmed in his hold, 
needing more, loving the sweet caress but wanting to feel 
his full strength, his need for her, his domination. 

“You won't hurt her, Brody,” Nathan said confidently. 
“She needs you to tongue-fuck her. See how’s she’s 
squirming? She needs you to take what you want. Fuck her 
with your mouth. You’re the one in control.” 

Brody stopped licking her, and for a moment she feared 
he was about to walk away. But then his incredibly hot 
tongue flicked over her clit as he lifted her higher, dragging 
her knees off the mattress so that she nearly dangled in his 
grasp, only her head and shoulders still on the bed. She 
moaned as he stabbed his tongue into her pussy, thrusting 


over and over, filling her channel, pressing deeper than 
she'd believed possible. 

Her orgasm began slowly, heat curling through her as 
every muscle vibrated with release, but then she squealed, 
jerking in his hold, as he licked up the crease of her ass and 
poked and prodded her back passage. Climax slammed her, 
racing over the top of her earlier orgasm, shattering her 
mind into a million tiny pieces as sensation overtook reality. 
Again and again heated waves of ecstasy crashed over her. 
She shook everywhere, screaming again when Brody lifted 
her over Nathan and pushed her onto his hard cock, 
impaling her, forcing her legs open further as he controlled 
the pace. Nathan held her close, wrapping his arms around 
her upper body as Brody forced her into orgasm once more. 

She let them control her, let them do as they pleased, 
submitted to their attentions, trusting them to keep her 
safe. Eventually, slowly, the frantic heat of passion came 
down to a slow simmer, the exhaustion of true release 
curling through her. 

But then, just as she thought they would take their own 
satisfaction, both men pulled away. Before she could 
protest, Brody lifted her to her hands and knees, threaded a 
hand through her hair, and guided her mouth onto Nathan’s 
still-hard cock. 

“Suck him, sweetheart,” he ordered even as he pushed 
her lower. She didn’t protest, taking Nathan into her mouth 
willingly, even a little surprised to enjoy the taste of their 
combined flavor. Brody controlled the pace, caressing her 
spine with his other hand as he watched her pleasure his 
friend. Nathan groaned as she tightened the suction, using 
her tongue to caress the underside of his cock. 

Without letting go of her hair, Brody slid his cock into her 
dripping pussy, holding still inside her, letting her adjust to 
his size as he caressed her scalp and spine. 

But then, almost as if by some signal, both men groaned. 
Nathan started lifting up into her mouth, pushing deeper 
with every stroke. “Swallow,” he growled, holding her head 


trapped as his cock hit the back of her throat. She closed 
her eyes, concentrating on finding the right muscles to be 
able to do as he said, damn near coming herself when she 
finally managed to take him deeper into her throat. His cock 
swelled, pumping his essence into her. He pulled out 
partially, letting her taste him. 

She swallowed convulsively, lapping at his cock as he 
pulled away. Ava smiled as he held her close and praised her 
efforts. And then he nodded to Brody and all hell broke 
loose. 


* OOK OK OK 


Brody barely controlled his urge to fuck Ava hard and fast 
as she sucked Nathan to completion. Goddess, everything 
about this experience had been fucking incredible. Never 
before had he understood just how amazing sex could be 
with a partner willing to give him the lead. 

But at Nathan’s nod, he lost all control. 

He lifted Ava, pulling her back against him, half bent 
over, fucking her harder and harder. He pushed his fingers 
against her mound, pressing her backward and trapping her 
clit at the same time. She shook all over, her reaction 
amazing as he fucked her like a wild thing. He almost 
wanted to apologize for taking her so roughly, but then she 
gasped and started shaking in orgasm once more, and he 
could do nothing but fuck her harder. 

Goddess. 

Cum burst from him, his orgasm taking him by surprise, 
the primitive feeling of ownership flowing through him as he 
marked the woman with his seed, claiming her in the most 
fundamental of ways. As her orgasm finally faded, she went 
limp in his hold, seeming to lose consciousness. Fear 
streaked through him but was quickly squashed when 
Nathan smiled and moved to take her from him. 

Brody quelled the typically dragon urge to fight the other 
man, realizing with the few brain cells that were still 


functioning that none of this would have been possible 
without him. As he eased his cock out of Ava’s pussy, some 
of his seed dribbled onto her thigh, and for the first time in 
his life he wished a mating would produce a child. 

He shook his head sharply, surprised by the thought that 
blindsided him. He’d never wanted a family, had never even 
given serious thought to taking a permanent mate. Why 
now? Why this human? And why the hell would the thought 
appeal most with a woman incompatible in a reproductive 
sense? 

He forced himself to walk from the room, locking his 
knees so that he wouldn’t fall. In the bathroom he splashed 
water onto his face, gazing at the stranger in the mirror for 
a moment, before he shored up his failing defenses and 
headed back into the bedroom. 


x OK OOK OK 


“Is he okay?” Ava whispered as she watched Brody storm 
out of the room. 

“More than okay,” Nathan said with a soft laugh. “He’s 
just confused by his reactions to you. He never expected to 
fall for a woman who wasn’t a dragon-shifter.” Nathan 
wriggled to get more comfortable and encouraged Ava to 
lay her head on his shoulder. “You’ve turned his world 
upside down, sweet Ava.” 

“Is that a good thing?” 

“Most definitely,” Nathan said with a deep chuckle. “I’ve 
watched him get more and more miserable over the years, 
looking for the type of emotional connection not found in 
dragon-shifter relationships. He’s found that with you.” 

“With me? But we’ve only known each other few weeks.” 

“Do you want to walk away?” 

“Well, no,” she said slowly. 

“And you don’t seem to be the type of woman to make 
love to someone you don’t really care about.” 


“I’m not,” she said, feeling irritated that he would even 
say the words out loud. She’d never jumped into bed just for 
the fun of it. She’d always felt an emotional connection, 
some sort of attraction that went beyond the physical. Of 
course the smug man holding her just waited for her to 
finish that thought before pulling her closer. “What about 
you?” she asked. 

“I’m not going anywhere, either.” He pressed a kiss to 
the top of her head and seemed to relax even more. 

A moment later Brody came back into the room, 
hesitated for half a second, and then headed to the bed. But 
when he got there, he seemed uncertain of his welcome. “l 
thought you might want...a shower...you know to freshen 
up.” 

He grimaced and closed his eyes, obviously annoyed at 
his own stilted words. 

She glanced at Nathan, smiled at his wink of 
encouragement, and offered her hand to Brody so that he 
could help her up. He seemed relieved by her small request 
for assistance, but leaned over and gathered her in his arms 
instead, holding her high against his chest. 

He pressed a reverent kiss to her mouth as he stepped 
into the bathroom and lowered her feet to the cold tiles. He 
held her steady as he leaned into the shower and turned the 
water on. She squirmed slightly as the sticky evidence of 
their combined orgasms leaked onto her legs. He noticed, 
his large hand moving over her thighs, rubbing the fluid into 
her skin, a sad look passing over his features before he 
seemed to mentally shake himself and pull away. 

“Do you regret coming inside me?” she asked quietly. He 
looked startled by the question, but eventually smiled and 
shook his head. 

“My only regret is that...” He cut himself off, shaking his 
head, again, seeming annoyed at his uncharacteristic 
behavior. But actions spoke far louder than words when his 
hand moved higher to caress the soft swell of her belly, the 
longing in his eyes almost painful to witness. But then 


almost like a light switch being turned off, his vulnerability 
was gone, and he was once again the confident, charming 
man she’d grown to know over the past few weeks. 

He lifted her, pivoted on the spot, and placed her under 
the water. He quickly stepped in, his hands all over her, 
caressing shower gel into every inch of skin he could reach. 
She held on to him, letting him do what he wanted, sensing 
his need to take care of her in this way. 

And then, almost as if he couldn’t hold his true nature 
back any longer, he lifted her against the tiles, his hands 
caressing her thighs as he supported her weight and forced 
her legs open at the same time. He rocked against her 
pussy, the hard shaft of his cock caressing the outer lips. He 
watched her, holding her gaze as he slid into her body once 
more. 

But this time there was no frantic pace, no desperate 
need to claim. He slid into her over and over, gazing into her 
eyes as he took her slowly, stamping her with his possession 
far more thoroughly now that she realized she also held his 
heart. 

He caressed her clit with his thumb, massaging gently as 
heat built and swelled through her body. The orgasm was 
exquisite, neither violent nor explosive, but shattering in a 
much more spiritual way. She felt his cock swell, stretching 
her sensitive tissues a moment before his cum spilled deep 
inside her once more. 


Chapter Four 


Nathan found the tiny little entry in the newspaper from 
Ava’s hometown—six whole lines to describe the unnamed 
schoolteacher who died in a fiery, single-car tragedy over a 
week ago. It seemed almost insulting that a human life 
could be of so little value to those who hadn’t known her. 

But at least Ava hadn’t left behind a family who'd loved 
her. It had made it much easier to do what needed to be 
done. With no family left alive, Ava truly had been alone in 
the world. She’d had friends and work colleagues who would 
mourn her for a short while, but as she’d explained in a 
rather matter-of-fact tone, her friends all had families of 
their own. No one would miss her for long. 

But that was no longer true. 

Nathan glanced over at the outdoor setting where Ava, 
Kali, and a vampire female named Skye, and her human 
sister, Jennifer, sat in the moonlight laughing together. He 
had no idea what they were talking about, but it was a 
wonderful sound to hear. 

“How’s Ava doing?” Ronan asked as he stepped closer. 

“| don’t think the permanence of it has hit her yet, but 
otherwise she’s doing fine.” 

They both watched as Brody carried a tray of drinks over 
to the women, handed one to each of them, and headed 
back inside. Judging by the wide grin, Ronan obviously didn’t 
miss Brody’s gentle touch to Ava’s face a moment before he 
turned to leave. 

“He seems smitten,” Ronan said with a grin. Nathan had 
seen his boss react to Kali in much the same way. 

“He is,” Nathan agreed. “We both are.” 

“Good to know,” Ronan said with a smile. “So what are 
your plans now? Technically, your assignment is over. With 
Ava’s death official she should be safe from the assassins. 
Even if they follow the original pixie’s research, they'll only 
find dead ends for Kali and Ava.” 


Nathan shrugged. From a purely business point of view 
they’d done their job and Ava would be safe, but he didn’t 
want to leave her alone—not even to get back to work. 
Ronan smiled even wider, almost as if he could hear the 
thoughts in Nathan’s head. Of course, it helped that Ronan 
had known him most of his life. He’d stepped into the role of 
big brother when Nathan had been an angry fifteen-year-old 
who'd just seen his father murdered. Without Ronan’s 
guidance there was no telling where Nathan might have 
ended up. 

“I was talking to Benjamin,” Ronan said casually, 
thankfully scattering Nathan’s memories of the past, “about 
making Sugarvale a base of operations for both Deeks 
Security and PUP Squad Alpha.” Nathan nodded. It was 
something that seemed likely considering all the 
reconstruction going on in the small town. “It would ensure 
that Kali and Ava and any other potential pixie targets are 
Surrounded at all times by people willing and able to protect 
them.” 

Ronan looked at Kali, the genuine love in his eyes so 
obvious that Nathan almost felt the need to look away. Even 
though Nathan considered Ronan family, Ronan had always 
been the gruff soldier, not the doting husband he was now. 

They both nodded to Alex as he came into the yard. The 
fire demon headed straight for Kali, kissed her 
affectionately, and then moved toward where Nathan and 
Ronan were standing. 

“Eventually lI’d like for it to be a safe place to raise a 
family,” Ronan said as they watched Alex stop to talk to 
Benjamin and Samuel, Skye’s vampire mates. “I thought you 
and Brody might be interested in hanging around for a 
while.” He grinned at Nathan’s obvious interest and nodded 
toward where Alex had lifted Kali onto his lap and was 
quietly listening to the women talk. “Discuss it with your 
family,” Ronan added with a knowing look. 

Family? Yes, that’s what he, Ava, and Brody had become. 
He glanced at Ava, saw her bright smile, and suddenly 


couldn’t wait to get back home. But then Alex came over to 
them and started talking, so Nathan tamped down his 
excitement for a few moments more. 

“A little bit of good news,” Alex said with a serious 
expression on his face. “We’ve managed to track down 
Annie Franklin—one of the pixie’s possible targets. She goes 
by Hannah Long now. We're not sure why she changed her 
name, but it may well have saved her life. West and Darian 
are moving to intercept her. Between them they should be 
able to explain the situation and hopefully bring her here.” 
He glanced at the table where the women were laughing, 
his smile softening when his gaze met Kali’s. “With both Kali 
and Ava showing signs of extrasensory skills, | think we 
need to work on the assumption that all of the women may 
have similar skills. At least until it can be proven otherwise.” 

Nathan and Ronan nodded in agreement. If the Oracle 
had decided her information was important enough to risk 
her life to pass it on to humans, then they needed to know 
what that was. Since the knowledge Kali and Ava possessed 
seemed to be part of a larger puzzle, it seemed more 
important than ever to bring the surviving women together. 
Of course with at least three of those women already dead, 
even if they found the rest, the combined information might 
already be lost. 

It was a depressing thought, but it did mean both teams 
were trying harder than ever to track down the pixie’s 
potential victims. 

“Go,” Ronan said with a nod in Ava’s direction. “Talk to 
your family. Let me know what you and Brody decide. Maybe 
you can talk Brody into joining Deeks Security.” He grinned 
at Alex but turned his attention back to Nathan. “You could 
job share so that one of you is always here with Ava.” 

Nathan nodded, already having noticed Alex and Ronan’s 
apparent tag-teaming when it came to work matters. To be 
honest he’d even had the same idea himself. Technically 
speaking he had enough money and investments that he 
could take the next decade off if he wanted to, and he 


suspected Brody was probably in the same situation. Their 
line of work paid well, and while on assignment they had 
almost no expenses, so wealth had a habit of accumulating 
quite quickly—and a few solid investments over the years 
certainly helped. But sitting idle wouldn’t suit him or Brody. 
Job sharing just might be the perfect solution. 

Eager to get the conversation started, Nathan bid a quick 
good-bye to Ronan and Alex and headed for Ava. 


* OK OOK OK 


Ava smiled at Nathan’s eagerness to get her home. They 
literally lived next door to Ronan, Kali, and Alex, yet Nathan 
was in such a hurry he lifted her over his shoulder and 
carried her fireman style. She laughed at his playfulness, 
smiling at Brody, who wore an even wider grin. Apparently 
whatever Nathan had planned, Brody was on board. 

Nathan carried her all the way to the bedroom, placed 
her on her feet, and then took a step back. “Strip.” Just one 
word, but it was all it took to melt her into a puddle of desire 
at his feet. Shaking with nervous anticipation, Ava undid the 
buttons on her dress, fumbling awkwardly when she couldn’t 
grasp the tiny plastic shells properly. 

Brody growled his frustration, stepped forward, and in 
one smooth motion lifted the material over her head. He 
scowled at the scrap of lace currently pretending to be 
panties, placed a hand either side of her hips, and then tore 
the material apart. The destroyed lace hit the floor at the 
same time Ava realized her expensive bra was about to get 
the same treatment if she didn’t act fast. She unhooked the 
clasp and hurriedly dragged the material off. Ava was 
rewarded by matching feral grins on both her men’s faces. 

In the past week the three of them had explored the 
dynamics of their physical relationship together. But it had 
been her role as submissive that had given them all the 
most satisfaction. Just like that first night together, 
submitting to her men felt more right than anything else 


she’d experienced in her life. It wasn’t a passive role. She’d 
spent many hours learning how to please them both, but it 
was the freedom of following their orders, of knowing 
exactly what they expected that had been the most 
Surprising. Despite the BDSM romances she’d read, Ava had 
never really expected to find the sort of contentment she 
found here between her two men. 

“Lean over the back of the armchair,” Nathan ordered. 

She shivered in anticipation. Two nights ago they’d taken 
turns spanking her to orgasm in that very same position. 
She’d been completely exhausted by the time they’d 
finished, and she'd very literally fallen asleep in their arms. 
It had been the first time both men had stayed the whole 
night in her bed. 

Nathan caressed her ass cheeks, his hands warm and 
soothing, harbingers of the heat to come. But it was the 
touch of cold lube against her back hole that had her trying 
to stand up. Brody controlled her easily, pressing his large 
hand against her spine until she stopped fighting them and 
relaxed once more. 

“We're going to take you together,” Nathan said as he 
pressed a slippery finger into her ass. She clenched around 
the invasion, the unusual pressure slightly uncomfortable. 
She groaned, clamping her muscles harder when he tried to 
add a second finger. “Relax,” Nathan ordered sharply. 

The word “no” escaped her before she could pull it back. 
Nathan left his finger where it was, but leaned over and 
asked, “Are you using your safe word, Ava?” 

Was she? A part of her wanted to run terrified in the 
opposite direction, but she’d trusted her men so far, and 
they hadn’t let her down. It wasn’t fair to doubt their ability 
to take her together without hurting her. 

“No, Sir,” she said in a clear voice, trying to convey all of 
her trust in those two small words. 

“Good girl,” Nathan said as he began moving the finger 
in her ass once more. She forced herself to relax, almost 
smiling when Brody caressed her neck and spine in long 


Sweeping motions. When Nathan pushed a second finger 
into her ass, stretching her tight muscles almost to the point 
of real pain, she squeaked in panic but managed to stay 
still. “Breathe, baby.” Nathan waited for her to drag in a 
deep breath and exhale several times before he poured 
more lube on the crease of her ass, and worked it gently 
into her back passage. Nerve endings she’d never even 
noticed flared to life, heat pulsing outward as her pussy and 
clit throbbed in time with her heartbeat. 

Nathan removed his fingers, quickly replacing them with 
something round and smooth. It was too small to be his 
cock, but way larger than the fingers he’d just removed. He 
slid the thing around, caressing what felt like a soft plastic 
cock over her anus a few times before working it past her 
tight ring of muscles and pushing it into her body. For a 
moment all she felt was discomfort, not quite pain, but 
certainly not pleasure either. 

But as she relaxed, as she held still, her body adjusted to 
the plastic’s invasion and heat sparked through her system. 
Even without moving, the full feeling, the naughty, 
forbidden aspect of what they were doing, and what they 
were going to do, worked through her brain. She moaned, 
almost in relief, when Brody lay down on his back and 
Nathan lifted her onto his hard cock. 

Nathan held her close, easing her slowly onto Brody’s 
erection. With the thing in her ass, everything felt tighter. 
She gasped, her body too slow to adjust, but both of her 
men proved she’d been right to trust them. Brody eased 
away. Nathan lifted her up. They both caressed her softly, 
lovingly, waiting for her to signal when she was ready. 

She nodded, biting her lip to stop the groan, the overfull 
feeling suddenly taking on a completely different feel. She 
nodded again, squirming in their hold to claim more of 
Brody’s thick cock. He grinned, helping Nathan lower her 
slowly until he was finally, fully seated in her pussy. 

They reversed the action, moving slowly, lifting her 
away, and then lowering her once more. She nodded, a 


litany of yeses escaping her as they gradually built the 
pace. Nathan moved back, his hands caressing her ass, no 
longer holding her up, letting Brody fuck her slowly. As he 
built a rhythm, the amazing sensations curling through her 
wound tighter, dragging her closer to ecstasy. 

Nathan started moving the thing in her ass, thrusting in 
counterpoint to Brody’s ever-increasing speed, the new 
sensation drowning her in need. She wanted. She needed. 
She damn near screeched as he withdrew the soft plastic 
and replaced it with his cock. 

Brody held still, his breathing harsh, one hand tangled in 
her hair, the other pressed between her shoulder blades, 
holding her down, trapping her for their attentions, keeping 
her safe. Nathan pushed in slowly, caressing her spine, 
retreating slightly before working his way further in. She 
was vibrating all over, every muscle screaming for release, 
her heart, mind, and soul shattering as her world narrowed 
to these two men, only these two men. 

“Please,” she said on a whimper, her words no longer 
censored, her need for them overwhelming. 

And then they started moving, slowly at first, finding 
their rhythm, speeding up, thrusting harder, pushing her 
need higher. They held her there, in an agony of need, 
caressing her gently, teasing her mercilessly, loving her 
unceasingly, and finally...fina//y letting her explode into 
orgasm. 

She cried out as her release went on and on. Every nerve 
ending sparking, twisting, screeching as her orgasm crested 
and threw her into complete oblivion. 


Chapter Five 


Ava grabbed the biggest coffee mug she could find and 
headed for the delicious-smelling caffeine hit, but just like 
the past three days, her stomach rebelled. She stepped 
back, trying to control the nausea that threatened to empty 
her already empty stomach. 

“Still feeling off?” Brody asked with obvious concern. 

“Probably just a stomach bug.” She knew she was 
possibly lying, but she wasn’t quite ready to voice her 
suspicion out loud—not even to herself. 

Yet Nathan had no such restraint. “Maybe you're 
pregnant. My sister went off coffee every baby.” He actually 
seemed more excited than freaked out, but Ava couldn’t 
quite convince herself that now was good timing. Love took 
time to grow, time to develop into something permanent, 
something stable, something more solid than the “getting to 
know you” part of a relationship. Despite how close she felt 
to both these men, and even as appealing as it was to have 
a family with these guys sometime in the far off future, she 
found herself looking for reasons on why she couldn’t 
possibly be pregnant. 

“We've been using condoms,” she said reasonably. Well 
Brody hadn’t been, but since he wasn’t compatible in a 
reproductive sense, that didn’t really count. 

“Condoms fail,” Brody said with a grin as broad as the 
one Nathan was wearing. Hell. Apparently she was the only 
one who could see the problems they would face by 
becoming pregnant this early in their relationship. 

“That’s right,” Nathan said excitedly. “It says so right on 
the box. And there was that first time. We didn’t use a 
condom then.” 

Ava rolled her eyes. She clearly remembered that night, 
and even though Nathan had been inside her, he hadn’t 
actually come inside her. Of course, it took only one sperm 
to make a baby and there were usually of few of them in the 
pre-cum—more than a few of them if she remembered high 


” 


school sex ed. She almost laughed out loud when she 
recalled that particular warning in the same pitch and tone 
of the teacher who’d taught the class. He’d droned on and 
on in a hypnotic, monotone voice that surely meant his 
students slept through most of his class. But still even she’d 
been awake for that warning. 

Could she be that...lucky? 

A small bubble of excitement curled through her, the 
thought not fully formed, the worry set aside for another 
day. What if she were pregnant? Nathan and Brody seemed 
more than happy for them to start a family now. 

Brody pulled her into his embrace, kissed her soundly 
and then said one word—drugstore. He walked into the 
backyard, opened a jump vortex, and stepped through. 

Nathan took her in his arms, squeezing her tight, almost 
bouncing with excitement. It was very premature to be this 
enthusiastic, but that “knowing” skill that she seemed to 
have developed kicked in again, and she suddenly knew 
without a doubt that she was pregnant. 

She was about to share what she “knew” when the truth 
of her baby’s parentage slammed her, and she wobbled at 
the knees. She heard Nathan’s voice as if he were talking 
through a long tunnel, and then everything went dark. 


x OOK OOK OK 


“Welcome back,” a soft female voice said in the 
darkened room. “You have every man on the block 
completely freaked out.” 

“What happened?” 

“You fainted. Want to tell me why?” 

Ava finally managed to focus her eyes on the woman 
sitting on the bed beside her. Memories of the thoughts that 
had formed in her mind a moment before she passed out 
clambered through her mind once more. A baby. She was 
having a baby. 

“I’m pregnant,” she said with a small smile. 


“That we know,” Kali said with a soft laugh in her voice. 
“What they want to know is why you swooned like a 
frightened maiden.” 

“Did not,” she said, the words almost a perfect mimicry 
of the kids she used to teach. 

Kali just folded her arms and waited for Ava to get over 
her childish behavior and tell her the real reason. But then 
that annoying skill kicked in again and she realized 
something else. “You already know.” Kali nodded. “How is it 
even possible?” 

“Now that’s one thing | don’t seem to know the answer 
to. It’s like the information is incomplete.” She made a 
frustrated sound. “I know your baby is Brody’s. Just like | 
know that | can have Alex’s children. Fire demons, dragon- 
Shifters...none of them are compatible with human 
reproduction. It shouldn’t be possible, but somehow | know 
it is.” 

“Me, too,” Ava said as her hand seemed to move of its 
own accord and rest protectively over the life growing inside 
her. A smile curved her lips as she remembered that first 
night with Brody and Nathan. Brody had seemed so sad that 
they wouldn’t be able to have a child together. She couldn’t 
wait to see his face when she explained what had 
happened. 

“Well, come on,” Kali said as she stood up and offered 
Ava her hand. “Brody bought a pregnancy test. Let’s make 
this official.” 


* OK OOK OK 


Brody paced the length of the small room. When Ava had 
collapsed, he and Nathan had damn near panicked. It didn’t 
matter that they were both highly trained, resourceful, 
experienced soldiers, when it came to the woman they both 
loved, fear for her had nearly crippled them both. How could 
they fight an unseen enemy? He’d almost opened a vortex 
to the nearest emergency room, but not knowing the effects 


of jump travel on a human fetus had stopped him cold. 
Nathan had her in his arms, ready to put her in the car and 
drive to the nearest hospital when Kali had walked in the 
front door. 

She’d taken over immediately, ordering them about. 
He’d bristled at first, annoyed at Kali’s timing, but then 
Ava’s eyes had fluttered open for just a moment, and he’d 
finally been able to breathe again. Sense had kicked in, and 
he’d realized that Kali, with her unexplained “knowing” skill, 
would know what was going on. The fact that she seemed 
unconcerned for Ava’s health went a long way to calming his 
own overactive imagination. 

So now he paced the floor waiting for Ava to wake up. 
Alex and Ronan waited with them, but fortunately neither 
man felt the need to fill the silence with empty platitudes. It 
was just as well. Brody wasn’t sure he wanted to explain to 
his boss why he’d beaten his fire demon squadmate and the 
owner of Deeks Security into bloody pulps. It was way better 
that they stayed silent. 

Finally the door to the bedroom opened, and Kali came 
out wearing a big smile. “She’s awake and wants to talk to 
you both.” 

Brody was grateful for the words, but he’d had every 
intention of barging into the room whether Ava wanted to 
talk to him or not. A quick glance at Nathan showed the 
same determination. He heard Kali’s soft laugh as he firmly 
closed the door behind them. 

“Ava?” Nathan said in a voice filled with emotion. He 
knelt on the floor beside the bed, his hand lifting to tuck the 
soft curtain of her hair behind her ear. “Are you okay, baby?” 

“More than okay,” she said with a reassuring smile. She 
held her hand out to Brody, and he quickly joined her on the 
bed. She shuffled over to make room for Nathan. Brody very 
carefully placed his hand over her belly. Ava smiled and 
nodded, but a tear slipped from her eyes before she could 
hide it. 


“Ava?” Brody asked, feeling his heart squeeze tightly. 
Was she unhappy to be having their baby? 

“That’s a happy tear,” she said with a watery smile, “but 
there is something | need to tell you both.” 

“What is it, Ava?” Nathan asked with a worried smile. 
“You know you can tell us anything.” 

She nodded. “I...um...you know the way Kali and | sort of 
know stuff but don’t know how we know stuff? Well, we both 
know something about the baby that you need to know.” 


Chapter Six 


Now that the time had come to say the words out loud, 
Ava found her throat closing over. Nathan was obviously 
excited to be having a baby together, and with humans not 
being compatible with dragon-shifters he would expect the 
baby to be his. Would he turn away from them when he 
learned the baby was Brody’s? 

And what about Brody? He’d never expected to have a 
baby with her. Would he try to push Nathan aside when he 
learned she carried a dragon-shifter child? 

“What is it, sweetheart?” 

“1...” She glanced at Nathan and then back at Brody, her 
uncertainty annoying the crap out of her. She loved these 
men. They loved her. Having a family was a natural 
progression. Whatever problems they encountered they 
would work through together. “The baby is a dragon-shifter. 
He’s Brody’s son.” 

She wanted to say something more, but anything else 
felt like an apology. She wasn’t going to apologize for having 
a baby, no matter who the father was. 

“That’s not possible,” Brody said with a sad smile. “We 
discussed this, sweetheart. On a genetic level we’re not 
compatible. The baby must be Nathan’s.” He leaned over, 
Cupping the side of her face with his large palm. “It’s okay, 
Ava. I’m thrilled that you’re having Nathan’s baby. It doesn’t 
make me feel left out. It makes me happy to be part of 
something so beautiful.” 

But Nathan looked worried, very, very worried. 

“Are you sure, Ava?” he asked quietly. 

Ava nodded, fear coursing through her as Nathan 
glanced at Brody and shook his head. 

“Your mother...” he said to Brody, his voice sounding 
urgent. “She’ll know. She’ll sense the child, and she'll come 
here.” 

“She'll what?” Ava asked in shock. She hadn’t even met 
the woman. Come to think of it, Brody had said very little 


about his family. 

“It’s not possible,” Brody said, shaking his head. “Ava 
and Kali are mistaken.” 

But his words no longer held the conviction they had 
earlier. Despite what his lips were saying, it was obvious 
that Brody was really trying to deny everything that she’d 
told him but was failing miserably. 

“They're not mistaken,” Nathan said in a voice that 
brooked no argument. “Call in your team. Tell them to meet 
us at safe house fourteen. Do it. Do it now!” He was already 
on his phone texting someone. 

Fear was coursing through Ava, her heart beating so 
rapidly that she thought she might pass out again. How had 
this gone from slightly awkward, but happy, conversation to 
full-on red alert? 

Brody opened a jump vortex, grabbed Ava, and dragged 
her through. Nathan was right behind them. Whether it was 
the adrenaline, fear, or the pregnancy Ava noticed a lot less 
nausea this time around. But she barely had a moment to 
consider it before Ronan, Alex, and Kali stepped through an 
invisible door, just like the pixie had done in her living room. 

“Dyson, Benjamin, Samuel, and Skye are setting up a 
perimeter,” Alex said in a voice that sounded pure soldier. 
“They'll sound the alarm if a jump vortex opens anywhere 
near the house. The wards are back in place so no one will 
be able to jump, slip, or bounce directly inside. Do we know 
how long we've got?” 

“What’s going on?” Ava managed to force past a throat 
tight with anxiety. Whatever was happening now was 
something neither Ava nor Kali seemed to understand. So 
much for their strange “knowing” skills. She glanced around 
the room, surprised to find herself back in the bedroom of 
the first safe house they’d taken her to. 

“Baby, everything’s going to be all right,” Nathan said as 
he gathered Ava into his arms and cradled her protectively. 
She had the very real urge to cry, but since none of what 


was happening made any sense, the emotion just managed 
to annoy her. 

“Ava, Im so sorry. If I'd known this was a possibility | 
would have warned you. We would have been prepared.” 
Brody seemed devastated, completely overwrought, and 
she wanted to crawl into his lap and comfort him without 
actually leaving Nathan’s arms. Impossible, of course, but 
her frantic emotions didn’t allow for reality. 

“What’s happening?” she managed to ask once more. 
“Who's coming? Why are we frightened of your mother?” 

But even as she asked the questions, the answers came 
to her. Somehow someone else’s memories played in her 
head. Scenes of violence, of hatred, of murderous rage, 
filled her mind and she cried out at the onslaught. Kali 
scrambled over to her, grasped her hand tight. “I see them, 
too,” she whispered. 

“See what?” Brody asked anxiously. 

Kali turned to him, tears streaming down her face. “I see 
what dragon-shifters do to babies of mixed parentage.” 

Brody nodded once, but turned away, unable, or maybe 
unwilling, to look at Ava. He left the room, and Ava tried to 
scramble out of Nathan’s embrace to go after him. But 
Nathan held her tighter. 

“He needs a moment. Just give him a little time to pull 
his emotions back under control.” Ava nodded, trying to do 
as Nathan asked. Tears flowed down her face as she realized 
how awful it must be for a man as controlled as Brody to 
lose himself to emotion. “He’s not like them,” Nathan said 
quietly, the voice of reason amid the chaos. “He doesn’t 
believe any of what his family taught him. He has never 
agreed with or shared their attitudes. It’s why he works with 
the PUP squad. He sees a far greater world outside of the 
bigoted, narrow-minded attitudes of his own people.” 

“At what stage of pregnancy can the matriarch sense her 
grandchild?” Ronan asked, obviously more aware of dragon- 
shifter biology than Ava. 


“With a full-blood dragon-shifter, usually within the first 
week,” Nathan answered. “I’m guessing that it may take a 
little longer with a mixed breed simply because the woman 
hasn’t landed on our doorstep yet.” 

“Is it possible she won’t sense Ava’s baby?” 

“Anything’s possible,” Nathan said, obviously trying to 
sound optimistic. But he was too much of a realist to 
pretend there was no danger because he added, “But it’s 
more likely that she'll come soon.” 

“She'll come,” Brody said from the doorway, “and she'll 
bring help because she knows l'Il oppose her.” He turned his 
attention to Alex. “Are the others coming in?” 

“Of course,” Alex said with a grin. “We’ve worked 
together for five decades. Where else would you expect 
them to be when you need help?” 

“Thank you,” Brody said with a genuine smile. 

“We've recalled both teams, everyone except Darian and 
West,” Ronan said as he headed for the door. “Even Jason 
who's still technically on emergency family leave is heading 
in. Within the hour there'll be so many vampires, 
werewolves, bear-shifters, fire demons, warlocks, and 
heavily armed humans around it’s going to look like a sci-fi 
convention.” 

“Don’t forget the ice demon,” Alex said with a laugh. 
“Angus would be mighty pissed to learn he’d been left out of 
the party.” 

“True,” Ronan said, smiling at Ava. “We’ll keep you and 
your baby safe, Ava. | know it’s not going to be easy, but try 
and get some rest. We'll let you know when it’s all over.” 

Ava nodded, but she knew she wouldn’t rest until she 
could talk to Brody. 

Kali finally let go of the death grip she had on Ava’s 
hand. “You know how to call me if you need me,” she said 
as she moved away. And, as if a lightbulb switched on in her 
head, Ava realized that she actually did know. It wasn’t quite 
telepathy, but she could somehow contact Kali with her 


mind. She wasn’t even sure how it worked. Only that it did. 
She nodded as Kali and her men left the room. 

Alone with the men she loved, Ava tried to hold her 
emotions together long enough to sort a few things out. 


x OK OOK OK 


Nathan could see anger, fear, and determination 
practically rippling over his friend’s skin. He’d known Brody 
a long time and could see what it was costing the man to 
hold himself away from Ava. Clearly he blamed himself for 
the danger she was in. 

“Go to him,” Nathan said as he loosened his hold. “He 
needs you.” 

“| need you both,” she said anxiously. 

He smiled. “I’m not going anywhere, Ava. It doesn’t 
matter if our babies are dragon or human. I’m here for the 
long haul.” 

Brody exhaled a sound of relief that made him wonder if 
the dragon-shifter had thought he would walk away and 
leave Ava behind. When all this was over, he’d be sure to 
smack the man upside his head. He should have more faith 
in his friends. 

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” Brody said as he opened his 
arms to her. She practically flew into his embrace. 

“I’m not,” Ava said very clearly. “I know how much you 
wanted a child of your own. I’m glad that | can do this for 
you...for us.” 

“Your life would have been much simpler if all of our 
babies were human,” Brody said, confirming what Nathan 
had always known. All of Ava’s children would be loved 
equally by both of their fathers no matter what made up 
their DNA. 

“Tell me about your mother,” Ava said as she 
maneuvered him back to the bed. 

Brody grimaced and glanced at Nathan. Nathan nodded, 
hopefully conveying his opinion that Ava needed to know 


what she was up against. If Nathan and Brody had their 
way, PUP Squad Alpha and Deeks Security agents would 
neutralize the threat long before it had any chance of 
getting close to Ava, but the woman at least deserved to 
know why this was happening. 

Brody helped her onto the bed, leaned on his elbow, and 
looked closely at the woman they both adored. “My family 
are what humans might call ‘dragon supremacists.’ They 
believe that dragons are superior to every other form of life 
—human or paranormal. They don’t tolerate ‘mixed’ 
marriages and they will kill to make their point.” 

“So just being with me?” Ava asked quietly. 

“Puts you at risk.” The words were dragged from deep 
inside him, and Nathan could see the agony of regret they 
caused the dragon-shifter. But it wasn’t fair for him to take 
the blame. They’d both known the risks. Nathan knew full 
well what Brody’s family was capable of. 

“It wasn’t a big risk,” Nathan said softly. “Brody’s family 
disowned him over a decade ago. They’d been happy with 
him working for the PUP squad, perhaps thinking they had a 
man on the ‘inside,’ but when he stepped in to stop a 
female fire-demon from being murdered for carrying a half- 
dragon child, they realized that he’d never truly believed 
what they’d taught him.” 

“Did you save her?” 

“Of course he did,” Nathan said with no small amount of 
pride. It had been only a day after Nathan had stopped an 
assassin from killing Brody’s father. While they’d been 
grudgingly thanking Nathan for his assistance, they’d been 
preparing to kill an innocent young fire-demon named Becca 
for becoming pregnant to Brody’s brother. The worst of it 
was that Brody’s brother hadn’t tried to help the woman at 
all. If anything he’d actively participated in preparations for 
Becca’s ritualistic murder. 

By standing up to his family, Brody had lost a lot that 
day, but gained far more than any of his relatives could ever 
understand. 


“And her baby?” 

“My niece is a precocious little thing,” Brody said with 
genuine affection. “She’s safe living with her mother and 
her mother’s family.” 

“And, thanks to the big guy here, protected by the Ruling 
Body as well.” When she looked confused, he realized just 
how much they hadn’t explained to her about paranormal 
life. The past few weeks together had truly been time-out 
from reality, but sooner or later life had a way of interfering 
in everyone’s happiness. Nathan saw the questions in her 
eyes and quickly explained. “The Ruling Body is kind of like 
a government and justice system that caters to all 
paranormal species. The PUP squads—that stands for 
Paranormal Undercover Protection squads—are the law 
enforcement side of the Ruling Body. When Brody reported 
his family’s activities to his commanding officer, Benjamin 
filed a report, and the child was quickly pulled in to the 
Ruling Body’s protection.” 

“So would that work for our child, too?” she asked 
hopefully. Nathan glanced at Brody and realized that neither 
of them wanted to explain the circumstances that made her 
situation unique. Unfortunately there wasn’t really any way 
to avoid the question. Sooner or later it was going to come 
up. 
“Maybe with your new identity,” Nathan said, hoping that 
the background they’d created for her was solid. “But we 
have to be very careful. The Ruling Body has no interest in 
humans—other than keeping the secrets of the paranormal 
communities out of human hands. It’s against our laws to 
kill humans, but it’s more to keep the existence of 
paranormals out of human knowledge, rather than any real 
concern for your species.” 

“But am | still human? | mean, | have the whole 
‘knowing’ thing going on, and the telekinesis. Wouldn’t that 
make me some sort of paranormal?” 

Nathan shook his head. Ronan and Alex had already 
explored the possibilities with Kali. Whatever was going on 


with their women, they were both still definitely human. 

Ava bit her lip for a moment, apparently trying to keep 
control of her emotions, before a look of determination 
crossed her features and she sat up decisively. “Whatever 
comes, we will be ready for it,” she said in her usual quiet 
voice. But the thread of steel was unmistakable. “If your 
mother wants to be difficult, then she will learn just how 
dangerous humans can be.” 

Nathan grinned, relieved to see Ava wouldn’t be cowed 
by threats against her. Brody still looked worried, but Nathan 
knew he wouldn’t let them down. 

“What about your mother?” Ava asked Nathan matter-of- 
factly. “Is she going to cause any problems?” 

Truth be told she’d be confused by his triad relationship, 
but she’d support him no matter what. “She’ll be thrilled to 
have a daughter-in-law and a grandchild. My family won’t 
Cause us any trouble.” 

Brody nodded in agreement. He’d spent enough time 
around Nathan’s family to know it was true. 

“So now what?” Ava asked, glancing out the window at 
the gathering crowd of people. 

“Unfortunately, now we get to wait.” 


* OK OOK OK 


Brody ground his teeth in frustration. They’d been on 
high alert for three days now. Ronan and Benjamin had 
thrown the full support of both Deeks Security and PUP 
Squad Alpha behind them, but there was obviously a limit to 
how long they could help. Ronan’s company was already 
losing money tracking down the human women under threat 
because of the Oracle’s actions twenty-seven years ago. 
Sooner or later he’d have to send his team back to security 
work so he could pay their wages. 

Benjamin was actually working under the guidelines of 
their current mission, sort of. In the official reports both Kali 
and Ava were listed as dead, and since they’d all agreed to 


keep the women’s unusual skills a secret, it was only a 
matter of time before someone started asking questions. It 
didn’t help that Brody’s family had managed to avoid justice 
for their attempt on Becca’s life. Like-minded dragon- 
shifters had closed ranks around them, and it had come 
down to Nathan, Brody, and Becca’s testimonies against 
practically the entire dragon-shifter community. 

It wasn’t that the Ruling Body didn’t believe Brody, but 
rather that the paranormal legal system was set up to 
protect the innocent. Just like in human justice, some 
criminals managed to slip through the cracks. It had actually 
been the first and only time that Brody had considered 
stepping outside the rules he’d sworn to uphold. Yet it had 
been the realization that by taking the law into his own 
hands he’d be no better than the arrogant bigots who’d 
raised him that had cooled his temper and stopped his 
reaction. 

If he'd known that Ava would bring love, hope, and a 
sense of completion to his life not long after, he might have 
followed through on his original plan to make certain his 
niece was Safe. Instead, he’d done the right thing, and now 
he got to wait and worry for the safety of the woman he 
loved and the child he’d never thought possible. 

It was almost with relief that he felt a jump vortex open 
less than twenty feet away. Whatever was going to happen, 
whatever the outcome, at least he got to face the issue 
head-on. 

But of course, just like everything else in the past few 
weeks, nothing went as he expected. 

His sister stepped through the vortex, her hands held up 
in supplication, her demeanor worried, frightened. “Brody,” 
she said quietly, lowering her eyes as she greeted him. It 
wasn’t right. His sister had always been as arrogant and 
abusive as his mother. In a society where the males 
outnumbered the females four to one, his sister had taken 
full advantage of her ability to manipulate every man 
around her. 


“What do you want, Tatyana?” 

Irritation flared in her eyes, but she tamped it down 
quickly. 

“I came to warn you.” Her eyes darted around, perhaps 
for the first time noticing that she was surrounded by many, 
many dangerous people. Even if she shifted to her full- 
grown dragon shape, Tatyana stood very little chance 
against the arsenal currently surrounding her. “Mother 
knows about your offspring. She’s gathering an army as we 
Speak.” 

“Then it looks like we’re going to war,” Brody managed 
to say while grinding his back teeth. He grinned at the 
sounds of approval he heard from the people around him. 
He knew all of them would lay down their lives to protect his 
child. He just hoped it wasn’t necessary. 

“Be reasonable,” Tatyana said as her demeanor changed. 
“A lot of people are going to be killed. Just hand over the 
little whore and nobody else has to die.” 

“Can you not see how wrong you are, Tatyana?” Brody 
asked as sorrow welled in his heart. It hurt that his family 
could be so narrow-minded. “A child should be celebrated. A 
new life is a miracle. Surely even you can see that the 
dragon-shifters’ bigotry is the reason our species is dying 
out.” 

“We are not dying out!” she said angrily. “We are 
maintaining the integrity of our species.” 

It was obvious that she had no intention of changing her 
opinion, but it wasn’t until he saw her surreptitious glance to 
the sky that he realized her true purpose. 

“She’s the distraction,” he called over his shoulder. “The 
attack is coming from above.” 

Fortunately it seemed that the experienced soldiers and 
operatives around him had figured that out much faster 
than he had. Even before Tatyana could open a vortex to 
escape, Alex used slip travel to come up behind her, and 
then drag her to parts unknown. Hopefully into the middle of 
the fire demon headquarters where Brody’s entire family— 


with the exception of Brody himself—were wanted for 
attempted murder. If Tatyana was lucky, she’d be handed 
over to the Ruling Body for judgment and punishment. If she 
wasn’t, then it was quite possible she faced an angry mob of 
Becca’s family. He should probably feel something for his 
sister, but considering that she wanted to kill innocent 
children for no other reason than they weren’t of pure 
dragon blood, it was hard to feel anything other than rage. 

The angry roar of his father’s dragon voice filled the air, 
and he glanced up to see him flying toward them. Brody 
didn’t give his dad a chance to attack first, just called forth 
his dragon and leapt into the air. 


* OK OOK OK 


Ava watched from the bedroom window as her lover 
changed into a dragon. He’d always refused to show this 
side of him, perhaps ashamed at what his form represented. 
But he was beautiful. A deep charcoal grey, his dark scales 
glinting in the sun as his powerful wings lifted him high into 
the air. His tail was long, longer than she’d ever expected, 
the end almost whiplike in its movement. 

“His dragon form is rather impressive,” Nathan said with 
a smile in his voice. “The few times I’ve seen it have always 
been in the midst of battle. This is probably the first time 
I’ve gotten a good look.” 

“Will he be okay?” 

“Of course,” Nathan said in a voice that rang with 
absolute conviction. 

She lost sight of Brody as he flew higher into the sky, 
unable to see from her angle at the window. Nathan held 
her, seeming to understand her need to watch, but 
protecting her while she did it. AS soon as Brody moved out 
of sight, Nathan pulled her back into the middle of the room. 

“Can they see him?” she whispered. Nathan wore an 
earpiece and lip mic so he was in constant communication 


with everyone in the teams—except, of course, for those 
operatives who changed forms the way Brody had just done. 

“Brody has been part of PUP Squad Alpha for over fifty 
years. He’s a seasoned fighter. Even with six dragons 
attacking him he has the advantage.” 

“Six?” she whispered with her heart lodged firmly in her 
throat. 

“Only two now,” Nathan said with a confident wink. 
“Damn,” he growled and then touched something near his 
ear to activate his lip mic. “Roger that. We’re on our way 
out.” 

She wanted to ask, but had a feeling anything she said at 
this moment would come out as hysterical. 

“We need to move, baby,” he said even as he 
maneuvered her toward the front door. “They’ve set the 
back of the house on fire.” 

She heard frantic barking a moment before the front 
door burst inward and a large brown wolf tumbled inside. 
Flame exploded onto the front veranda as the wretched 
stench of burned hair filled the room. The wolf changed into 
a human as he pushed them back from the flames. 

“Thanks, Thomas,” Nathan said as he cradled Ava closer, 
Shielding her with his body. “You okay?” 

“Never better,” Thomas said with a cocky grin. “Just 
scorched a bit of fur.” He looked Ava up and down and 
winked. “I take it this beautiful woman is Ava?” He didn’t 
wait for a reply. “Time to get you out of here, sweet thing.” 
Ava felt her fear ease just a little. If the man could flirt in the 
middle of this, surely he expected them all to get out alive. 

He led them upstairs, grinning widely as he opened the 
bedroom window, and climbed onto the roof. He 
disappeared a moment before he came back to them. 
“Come on, sweetness, your ride is here.” 

Nathan helped her climb out the window, steadying her 
when she wobbled. She’d never been good with heights. 
Hell, she even hated stepladders, but judging by the 


familiar-looking dragon perched on the rooftop, she was 
about to get one hell of a lesson in flying. 

“Hold on tight,” Nathan yelled as he lifted her onto 
Brody’s back and climbed on behind her. She curled her 
arms around Brody’s neck and held on for dear life as he 
lifted into the air. Pressing a kiss to the scale beneath her 
face, she then rested her cheek against the surprisingly 
hard surface. She wasn’t sure if he could feel her touch, but 
she was very glad to be pressed between her men once 
more—even if it was several hundred feet in the air. 

Nathan held her securely, his arms and legs bracketing 
her in such a way that even if she wasn’t holding on she 
wouldn’t fall. But curiosity won over fear and she opened 
her eyes to see what was happening below. The safe house 
was well and truly alight. A few minutes more, and she and 
Nathan may not have made it out alive. Without Thomas’s 
timely interference they may even have been on the front 
porch when it had exploded into flames. She shuddered at 
the memory of just how close she’d come to dying. 

“Take us down,” Nathan yelled to Brody as they circled 
Once more over the area where the fighting had been. 
“Benjamin has six dragons in custody,” he told Ava in a 
quieter voice. “Trying to kill a PUP squad member carries a 
rather hefty punishment. Hopefully that will be the end of it 
—at least for the next thirty or forty years.” 

Brody slowly circled to the ground and landed a safe 
distance from the burning safe house. Thomas sauntered 
over to them casually, acting somehow as if they were 
having a grand adventure rather than a fight for their lives, 
and handed her a pair of Brody’s jeans. The dragon behind 
her huffed a sound that she figured was a thank-you, and 
then changed back into one of the men she loved. She 
handed Brody his jeans, and he somehow managed to drag 
them on and pull her into his embrace at the same time. 

“Are you all right, sweetheart? Is the baby okay?” he 
asked as he hugged her almost too tightly. 


“I’m fine,” she said as she tried not to shake with 
reaction. It wasn’t really working, but she tried anyway. She 
took a steadying breath and concentrated on the life 
growing inside her. The emotions she felt were of only 
warmth and security. She smiled. “I’m pretty sure the baby 
is fine, too.” 

“Thank the goddess.” Brody held her close as Nathan 
and the rest of the teams cleaned up the area, brought the 
fire under control, and dragged the unconscious dragons 
now in human form through something that looked like 
invisible doorways. “Slip travel,” Brody said when he noticed 
the direction of her gaze. “Kind of like a vortex jump, but 
apparently more nauseating for humans.” 

“More nauseating?” She couldn’t imagine feeling worse 
than she did after a “jump” with Brody and fervently hoped 
She could avoid both forms of travel whenever possible. 
Although, considering how little the last one had affected 
her, maybe they wouldn’t be so bad while she was 
pregnant. 

But as two of the soldiers lifted an unconscious, 
handcuffed woman onto a stretcher, the woman woke up 
and started shouting abuse. Brody sighed, kissed Ava’s 
forehead, and signaled for Nathan to take over. Once she 
was safely ensconced in Nathan’s embrace, Brody headed 
over to the injured woman. 

Ava wasn’t all that surprised to hear him address the 
woman as “mother.” 

“The handcuffs work in a similar way to the protection 
wards in the house,” Nathan whispered when he felt her 
tense up. “Brody’s mother can’t change into her dragon 
form. Too bad it doesn’t muzzle the hate-filled words as 
well.” 

A stream of curses, threats, and angry ranting filled the 
air as Brody’s mother threatened every vile, horrible kind of 
death to him, his whore, and his offspring. Brody calmly 
spoke to the woman who'd given birth to him and then 
nodded to a man holding what looked like a video camera, 


spoke a few words to his commanding officer, and then 
turned away from his mother. 

“Will it be enough?” Nathan asked as Brody reached 
them. 

He nodded. “Benjamin is going to push it through the 
Ruling Body as a matter of urgency. Thank the goddess we 
thought to add a paranormal ancestor to Ava’s new 
identity.” 

“Paranormal ancestor?” Ava asked, feeling even more 
confused now than ever. 

Brody seemed to realize then that she had no idea what 
they were talking about. “Sorry, sweetheart. The Ruling 
Body has a way of blocking my mother’s ability to sense her 
progeny. She won't know where | am, and she won’t be able 
to locate any of her children or grandchildren.” 

Nathan filled in the rest. “The paranormal ancestor—your 
new identity is part fire demon by the way—is a way of 
explaining how you could be pregnant to Brody without 
telling them about your unusual skills. A human becoming 
pregnant to a dragon-shifter is not something we can 
explain without putting you and the baby in danger again.” 

She wanted to ask more, but Alex called to Brody as he 
approached them. “We've found a young female dragon at 
the edge of the clearing. She’s doesn’t even seem old 
enough to shift, so she wasn’t involved in the fighting, but 
she’s broken and bleeding. We think they brought her to 
watch, but she fell out of the tree when she tried to climb 
down.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “She says 
she’s your niece, Keira.” 

“Shit, Keira is only fourteen years old. Even in human 
terms she’s just a child.” 

“That’s what we thought,” Alex said as he led them over 
to where a young woman was lying on the ground as 
someone with a first-aid kit checked her over. Brody moved 
Ava into Nathan’s arms, gave him a look that she 
interpreted as “keep her here,” and knelt beside the young 


woman. He spoke quietly to both the young girl and the 
medic attending her before returning to Ava and Nathan. 

“She’s too young to shift, so she won’t be able to heal 
that way. Jason used his magic to assess her injuries and 
says most aren't serious—broken leg, broken wrist, and lots 
of bruising, but no internal injuries. He wants to take her to 
the nearest hospital for paranormals so they can monitor 
her recovery.” 

Nathan must have felt her curiosity because he added, 
“They’re in a different dimension. The only way in is by 
jump, slip, or bounce travel.” 

“Bounce?” She’d heard them use the term before but 
had never realized it was actually a form of travel. 

“Favored by warlocks, less nauseating for humans, but 
the landing can be very painful,” Nathan quickly explained. 

Brody smiled, and leaned over to press a kiss to her 
mouth. “Jump vortex is most comfortable for dragons. I'll be 
back in a few moments.” 


Chapter Seven 


Nathan stood back and admired his handiwork. It wasn’t 
perfect, but the old veranda on the home Ronan had 
assigned them in Sugarvale had rotted with age so Nathan 
had taken the opportunity to build a far larger deck. He’d 
finished it much faster than he’d originally planned, but he 
still hadn’t been able to shake the adrenaline reaction to the 
attack two nights ago. 

Angus had been able to quickly bring the fires under 
control—ice demons were quite handy that way—and they’d 
managed to salvage most of the safe house and its 
contents. Almost all of the damage had been to the front 
and back verandas—in other words, both exits. Brody’s 
family had obviously been very determined to kill Ava, 
despite knowing she was well protected. Unfortunately, their 
reckless, poorly planned, and badly executed attack raised 
more questions in his mind than he could answer. Hell, a 
fourth grader would have known that the risk outweighed 
the reward, so why had the dragons attacked at all? Were 
they so fanatical that they’d risked almost certain capture 
just to kill a human and her half-dragon child? 

Unfortunately, that sort of thinking took him full circle, 
and he found himself wondering about the original reason 
for meeting Ava. So many things had happened in such a 
short time it was almost easy to forget that it had been a 
pixie’s assassination attempt that had brought them 
together in the first place. 

“It looks great,” Ava said as she stepped through the 
back door and held out a tall glass of ice water. He took the 
drink gratefully, downing the liquid in only a few swallows. 

“Is Brody ready to go to the hospital, yet?” 

“He’s on the phone to his boss, but it should be soon.” 
She hesitated a moment. “I was thinking...” 

“No!” he said sharply, already pretty sure what she was 
going to suggest. Keira’s story was heart wrenching—a 
teenager abandoned by parents who believed more in the 


purity of their race than in protecting their own child. Keira 
was broken, bruised, alone, and very afraid. With three of 
her parents in custody and her brother missing, Keira very 
literally had nowhere to go. But she was a dragon. She’d 
been raised by fanatics, and there was no way in hell 
Nathan was letting Ava risk her life and their baby’s life to 
help the girl. Brody had assured them he’d find a home for 
his niece, but even he saw the danger she represented. 

“Damn it, Nathan,” Ava said in an uncharacteristic show 
of temper. Even when Ava was really angry she kept her 
cool and he was fairly certain he’d never heard her swear 
out loud. He moved to comfort her, but she stepped out of 
his reach. “Don’t you see that by rejecting her it makes us 
no better than the fanatics who raised her?” 

He did see, but it didn’t mean he’d risk Ava’s life to help 
a child who could one day very soon turn into a dragon and 
kill her with one deep breath. 

“Just let me meet her. Just let me go to the hospital with 
Brody so that she can see I’m not the enemy, that I’m not 
someone to be hated.” 

Nathan glanced over her shoulder to see Brody standing 
behind her. Brody didn’t look happy, but it was obvious that 
Ava’s impassioned pleas had hit a raw nerve for him. Brody 
grimaced but threw his support behind Nathan. 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. We need to keep you and the 
baby safe. “ 

“I will be safe. You said yourself that Keira isn’t yet old 
enough to shift into dragon form. Right at this moment she’s 
just a scared, confused teenager. Just let me meet her so 
that she can know that the baby and | are no danger to her.” 

Brody seemed torn. Even though he hadn’t seen his 
niece since she was three years old, he’d visited her every 
day in the hospital since her injury. It was obvious he was as 
concerned for the child’s welfare as Ava. 

“Fine,” Nathan said, praying that he wouldn’t regret his 
decision, “but I’m coming with you. Dragons aren’t the only 
species with an irrational dislike for humans. You stay beside 


me. You do what you're told, when you’re told, and we leave 
at the first sign of trouble.” 


* OK OOK OK 


Brody led his family through the wide corridors of the 
hospital. Ava seemed to have coped quite well with the 
vortex jump. Perhaps being pregnant with a dragon child 
helped, but he’d made them all stay in a sitting room for 
several minutes to let her and Nathan recover from the 
nausea. 

The hospital only had a few beds, most of them occupied 
by children. Almost every species of paranormals had rapid 
healing abilities once they reached puberty. The place was 
usually half empty so it also doubled as a base of operation 
for some of the PUP squads. Brody nodded to yet another 
familiar face before finally stepping into Keira’s room. 

Nathan held Ava at the door, and thankfully despite her 
eagerness, Ava waited quietly. 

“Hi, Keira,” Brody said when he realized his niece was 
awake. She sat up awkwardly, but it was obvious she was 
glad to see him. “I brought a couple of visitors with me.” He 
tilted his head toward the door. Keira’s eyes went wide when 
she saw Nathan and Ava. 

“What are they?” she whispered nervously. 

“They’re humans.” 

“The human? The one grandmother wanted dead?” Her 
gaze darted around the room, seemingly looking for escape. 

“It’s okay, Keira,” Brody said, moving closer. “Ava and 
Nathan don’t want to hurt you. They just came to Say hi.” 

“They did?” she asked in wonder. She peeked over his 
Shoulder, smiled shyly, and then ducked her head in 
embarrassment. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Why 
would they want to say hi to me?” 

“Because they’re nice people and they want to make 
sure you're getting better.” 


“Oh,” she said in a voice that suggested that humans 
being nice was a misnomer. 

“Keira,” Ava said from the doorway. “It’s okay. If you 
don’t want visitors we can go, or maybe come back another 
day when you're feeling better.” 

“No,” Keira said in a voice filled with lonely desperation. 
“Y-You can visit now. | won’t mind. |...um...| don’t have 
anything else to do.” She sat up straighter, grimacing in 
pain when she moved her broken leg awkwardly. “I...um,” 
she said breathlessly, “don’t have anyone to...talk to so...” 
Her words trailed away, and a sob hiccupped from her 
mouth. 


* OK OOK OK 


Nathan knew the child’s distress would make it 
impossible for Ava to stay away. She had a kind heart and, 
despite telling them stories of bored and difficult teenagers, 
obviously cared very deeply for the children she’d taught in 
high school. Her compassionate heart was one of the 
reasons that he’d fallen so deeply in love with her. 

Clearly her kindness extended to children of other 
species as well. 

Nathan managed to let Ava into the room and still keep 
himself between the woman he loved and potential danger. 
She touched his forearm affectionately, but didn’t try to get 
any closer. 

“Hi, Keira. | thought you might like some art supplies,” 
She said, lifting up a bag with a sketch pad and various 
pencils and charcoals they’d bought from home. “Your uncle 
tells me you’re quite a talented artist.” 

Keira nodded enthusiastically, acting more like a human 
seven-year-old than a teenager. It probably made sense. 
Dragons lived a lot longer than humans, so it was likely that 
their offspring took longer to mature as well. It did raise 
more questions about the child Ava carried though. There 


had never been a human-dragon hybrid, so nobody had a 
clue what was going to happen. 

Ava handed the sketchpad to Keira and the child grabbed 
a charcoal and began drawing and talking at the same time. 

“Did you know that dragons have to learn all about 
thermal updrafts and wind direction and all sorts of 
confusing stuff before we can even fly? | mean, we get 
wings and all, but father says I’m not allowed to even think 
about getting off the ground before | know how to land.” She 
looked up at Brody and wrinkled her nose before she asked 
her next question. “How can we learn to land if we’re not 
allowed to even get off the ground? Is that even possible? 
When I get my wings, my dad promised he’d teach me. 
Except that he...” 

Keira fell silent, perhaps realizing that she no longer had 
anyone capable of teaching her to fly. From what Nathan 
understood of dragon society Keira would be shunned by the 
other families. Apparently the feelings of superiority 
extended to other dragon families as well as the rest of the 
paranormal and human species on the planet. 

Considering that male dragons outnumbered females by 
four to one, it seemed like a very self-defeating attitude. 
There were others who believed as Brody did, but most of 
the families were mired in centuries of tradition, hatred, and 
bigotry. 

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Ava said very clearly, almost daring 
her men to disagree as she said her next words. “Your uncle 
Brody is more than capable of teaching you. When the time 
comes, he'll make sure you know what to do.” 

“He will? That is so cool. Did you see him flying the other 
day? He was so awesome. He’s the best flyer I’ve ever seen. 
Even with six other dragons trying to hurt him he—” She cut 
off her words, seemingly frightened by the reminder that 
her parents had attacked Brody. Tears welled in her eyes 
and she gasped for breath, the word “sorry” hissing from 
her lips as she began to sob. 


The sound broke Nathan’s heart, but it was the sudden 
change from human form to dragon that had adrenaline 
streaking through his body. He grabbed Ava, turning to 
Shield her, knowing that this was going to hurt like hell. He 
sensed Brody changing, morphing into his dragon as well, 
trying to contain the fire that burst from Keira’s dragon 
throat. 


* OK OOK OK 


Brody shifted as quickly as he knew how, but it wasn’t 
fast enough. The room filled with flame in an instant. He 
wrapped his wings around Keira, taking the brunt of the fire, 
absorbing the heat, trying to protect Ava and Nathan. He 
didn’t dare look behind him, but he prayed that Nathan had 
gotten Ava to safety. 

Keira was panicking, her eyes rolling wildly as she tried 
to stop the flame. The more she freaked out, the worse it 
would get. She pawed the mattress, her nails scrapping 
against the metal railing as she fell backward off the bed. 
She hit the floor hard, her tail twisting and thrashing in 
terror even as Brody tried to calm her down. 

It felt like forever, but eventually the baby dragon took a 
deep, faltering breath, her flame dying as she held herself 
rigid. The entire room was on fire, but he took a chance, 
turning back into human form so that he could talk her 
through the change back. If she started the flame again it 
was going to hurt like hell, at least until he could morph 
back into dragon form. 


* OK OOK OK 


The air was still filled with flames, but somehow Nathan 
felt no pain. It didn’t bode well. Desperate to get Ava to 
safety, he pushed her toward the doorway. But she stopped 
him, her smile wide as she indicated with her eyes that he 
should look around him. 


Fire flickered over everything, but both Nathan and Ava 
seemed to be inside some sort of bubble. It was very 
effectively shielding them from the heat and flames. Ava 
stepped toward Brody, Keira’s distressed roaring reaching 
them through their protective bubble as the baby dragon 
cried out again and again in obvious distress. 


* OK OOK OK 


“Keira, you need to stay calm. Deep, slow breathing,” 
Brody said, trying to sound in control when fear for Ava, 
Nathan, and the baby threatened to overwhelm him. Keira 
stared at him, her eyes still filled with panic, but she 
managed to do as he asked. She dragged in another 
faltering breath and let it out slowly. “Good girl. Now we 
need for you to turn back into your other form. Concentrate 
on that body. How it felt to walk, to use your hands, to 
smile.” 

He breathed a sigh of relief as Keira slowly changed back 
into her human-shaped form. She sobbed quietly. “I killed 
them,” she said, sobbing harder. “I didn’t mean to do it. | 
didn’t mean to do it. Please, please, Uncle Brody, please 
believe me. | didn’t mean to do it.” The child cried harder as 
he wrapped what was left of the blanket around his hips and 
then lifted her into his arms. He’d known the moment it 
happened that Keira’s first change into dragon form had 
been unintentional. If anyone was to blame for getting Ava 
and Nathan hurt, it was him. He should have realized this 
was a possibility. Extreme fear and heightened emotions 
had been known to force a juvenile into an early shift, often 
with disastrous consequences. He should never have let Ava 
anywhere near his niece. 

Fighting his own sense of hopelessness Brody turned to 
leave the room with his niece still crying in his arms. But he 
stopped dead at the sight before him. 

“Keira, sweetie,” Ava said as she stepped closer. “We're 
Okay. You didn’t hurt us.” 


Keira was as speechless as Brody. He’d prayed that Ava 
and Nathan would be okay, but never in his wildest dreams 
had he imagined to find them both completely unscathed 
and standing behind him. 

Sheer terror gave him back his voice. “Get her out of 
here,” he yelled at Nathan, fear coursing through him even 
faster than before. Keira’s shock could lead to yet another 
uncontrolled shift, but Nathan just shook his head, a 
bemused smile on his face, and Ava stepped even closer to 
cover Keira with her coat. 


Chapter Eight 


“She’s the one,” Keira said with a wobble in her voice. 
“Sh-She’s the one from the prophesy.” 

Ava’s first reaction was to explain to the child that 
prophesy wasn’t real, that nobody could predict what would 
happen in the future, but Brody seemed to tense up even 
more so she stayed quiet. 

“What prophesy, Keira?” 

“The one m-my grandmother showed me. It said a non- 
dragon woman would come. One who couldn’t be harmed 
by fire. It said she’d be the mother of the chosen one—the 
dragon who would bring peace to our people.” 

“So why did they attack Ava?” Nathan asked curiously. “If 
they thought she was the woman from the prophesy, the 
harbinger of peace, why would they try to kill her?” 

“Because my parents don’t want peace,” Brody said 
tiredly. “It didn’t even occur to them that the prophesy could 
be about their own grandchild. They only saw a threat to 
their superiority, and they moved to destroy it.” 

“But,” Ava said quietly as her mind raced with different 
theories, “if they thought | was the chosen one, wouldn’t 
they have known setting the house on fire wouldn’t kill me?” 

Brody smiled at her sadly. “I can see where your mind is 
going, Ava. You’ve got such a kind heart that you would try 
to see their actions in the best light.” He adjusted Keira in 
his arms, and touched a hand to Ava’s face. “They may have 
been testing you with the fire, sweetheart, but they had 
every intention of ripping you apart if you made it outside.” 

“Oh.” It seemed such an inadequate word, but what did 
one say when faced with that sort of unwarranted hatred? 
Ava set the thought aside, determined to show a young 
dragon that she had nothing to fear. “How are you feeling, 
sweetie? Did the shift heal your breaks and bruises?” 

“Hey,” she said, wriggling in Brody’s arms, “it did.” She 
squirmed like a little kid until her uncle put her on her feet. 


She dragged the coat around her and turned to face Ava. 
“I’m really sorry about the...um...you know.” 

“No harm done,” Ava said with a smile. It was obvious 
that in dragon terms she was very young. 

“Will | do that again?” she asked Brody worriedly. 

“Probably not for a few more years. Dragons don’t 
usually get their wings until at least their twentieth year.” 

“Hear that?” Ava asked. “You’re actually quite clever.” 
Keira raised an eyebrow and waited. Okay, so maybe she 
did have something in common with human teenagers her 
age. Ava leaned in and whispered, “You shifted long enough 
to fix your injuries years before you should have been able. 
In my book that makes you rather special.” She glanced up 
at Brody and said the words he was probably both wishing 
for and dreading. “The best part is that now that you don’t 
need to be in the hospital anymore, you can come home 
with us.” 

She expected an argument, maybe even a flat-out “no” 
from one of her men, but she got neither. Instead Brody 
wrapped her in his embrace, kissed her soundly, and led 
them to the nurses’ station. 

“How bad is the room, sweet pea?” the nurse who also 
happened to be a bear-shifter asked in a kind voice. 

“Pretty bad,” Keira answered with a shy, nervous little 
laugh. 

The nurse smiled widely. “I just knew you were going to 
be trouble the moment | laid eyes on you.” She winked and 
Keira smiled just a little more brightly. “You head on home 
with your family, and l'Il get someone in to clean the mess 
up.” 

“My fam—” But Brody cut off whatever Keira was going 
to say. 

“Thanks. Do | need to sign any paperwork?” 

“Oh, honey,” the nurse said with a jovial laugh, “there is 
always paperwork.” 


Epilogue 


Ava leaned on the rail of the new deck and watched the 
horizon, sighing with contentment as the fiery red and 
orange sunset bled into the tree line. She smiled as the sun 
dipped lower and the night crickets began their familiar 
evening chorus. 

“It’s beautiful here,” Nathan said as he joined her by the 
railing. She leaned against him, a sense of peace filling her. 

“It is,” she agreed. “This decking is a perfect addition to 
the house. You’re quite handy to have around.” 

“So does that mean you want to keep me?” he asked 
with a mischievous grin. “Because I’m so handy?” He used 
said hands to caress her all over, his fingers working their 
way under the hem of her shirt. 

“Oh, most definitely,” she agreed with a laugh. “l 
especially love how skilled you are with your...um...hands.” 
He pulled her closer, laughing at their silliness. They stayed 
that way, wrapped in each other’s arms, as they watched 
the sunset fade into night. 

Brody stepped onto the porch a few moments later. 
“Keira is finally asleep,” he said, pretending exasperation. It 
was obvious that he adored his niece. 

“Any news on her brother?” Nathan asked. Brody had 
spent days giving statements and providing evidence to the 
Ruling Body about his family’s attack on Ava, their attitudes, 
and past behavior against others. Fortunately, in light of the 
fact that Brody’s mother had already been a suspect for one 
attempted murder, had attacked Brody, and threatened 
harm to the child Ava carried in front of a dozen witnesses 
and on camera, they’d immediately granted his request to 
severe her telepathic-like link to her children. Ava wasn’t 
sure exactly what it meant but she “knew” it was something 
like a lobotomy. She shied away from that thought, fearing 
that with her kooky skill more detailed information might 


come to her. She wanted her family safe, but in this instance 
especially she didn’t want to know all the details. 

“No one has seen or heard from my nephew in over two 
years. Keira only knows what her father told her and even 
that seems vague. I’m hoping that he flew to an isolated 
corner of the world and is living a happy life, because the 
alternatives aren’t...” He hesitated, pulled Ava into his arms, 
and changed the subject. “I don’t think Keira will shift again 
for several more years, and | hope to have at least taught 
her enough to control the fire by then, but we might need to 
consider building a room for her separate from the house. 
Even if you are still fireproof after the baby is born, Nathan 
Should at least be able to sleep without worrying the 
teenager three rooms over might set the house alight.” 

Nathan laughed. “I appreciate your concern, but | already 
have several fire extinguishers on order. l'Il be fine, Brody.” 

“Good to know,” Ava said with a bright smile and a soft 
laugh, “but there’s probably something | should tell you 
about the bubble or shield or whatever you want to call it 
that protected us from the fire.” 

She stepped out of Brody’s arms so she could see both 
their faces. When she’d realized it, she’d been so excited, 
but now when it came to telling them she worried that she 
might just come off as a bit of a lunatic. She took a deep, 
fortifying breath and said the words really fast. “Nathan can 
do it, too.” 

“Do what?” Brody asked, looking a bit shell-shocked. 

“Build the bubble, or form the shield, or...hell | don’t 
know what to call it. | just know that Nathan has the skill to 
do it.” 

Nathan looked even more skeptical if that was possible. 
“I’m pretty sure | don’t,” he said with a half laugh and a half 
grimace. 

Ava looked at both her men and realized she wasn’t 
going to get through this conversation without explaining 
everything. 


“In that moment when Keira began to change | sensed 
Nathan’s fear for me and knew that he knew what was 
going to happen.” She gave both her men a smile that she 
hoped looked bright and confident, but figured it probably 
looked shy and uncertain. “I’m not sure how to explain it. It 
all happened so fast, but well, when | sensed Nathan’s need 
to protect me, his need to shield me from the fire, | ‘knew’ 
how to do it. | understood what he wanted, and | sent him 
the information so that he would know how to do it, too. It 
was actually the bubble Nathan created that saved us from 
the fire.” She frowned slightly as she tried to explain that, 
too. Maybe she should have told them to sit down. The way 
she was stumbling over the explanation this could take all 
night. “Without Nathan’s unconscious suggestion | wouldn’t 
have known what was coming or what to do to protect us 
from it.” 

“But | don’t remember any of that, and | sure as hell 
don’t know how to do it again.” 

Ava shook her head. “I’m not sure how it all works. 
There’s a part of me wishing I’d taught science not English, 
so | could try and explain it better. | can’t even explain how | 
passed the information to Nathan. | only know that when 
you need the bubble, you'll be able to create it.” 

Nathan smiled, his demeanor suddenly more than a little 
cocky. She giggled when he pulled her into his arms. “So I’m 
bulletproof?” 

“I don’t know,” she said quickly. “I don’t know the 
bubble’s limits. | only know it will protect us in a fire.” 

Both men grinned, and she got the awful feeling they 
were planning something she probably wasn’t going to like. 

“You up for a little target practice tomorrow?” Nathan 
asked Brody. 

“Sure,” he said with a laugh as she frowned her concern. 
“But considering the look on our wife’s face, we better start 
with nonlethal stuff and work our way up.” 

“Wife?” she asked, completely distracted from the fact 
that they intended to use Nathan as the target in their 


target practice. 

“Uh, yeah, that’s something we wanted to discuss with 
you.” 

Both men gave her wide grins, and then stepped closer, 
pressing her between them. 

“We want to make our family official,” Nathan said. 

“Marry us, Ava,” Brody said in a gruff imitation of what 
should have been a question. 

Nathan laughed. “What my bossy dragon friend here 
meant to say was, ‘Please marry us, Ava.’ We want to make 
it official. We can have a human ceremony, or a dragon 
claiming, or a mixture of both. It doesn’t matter. Just as long 
as everyone knows we belong together.” 

“ld like that,” Ava said, trying not to let her eyes fill with 
tears. It might not have been the most romantic of 
proposals but for the three of them it was perfect. 

“Say yes,” Brody said on a breathless whisper. 

Marry two bossy, overprotective, amazing, caring, 
wonderful men who loved her as much as she loved them? 
There wasn’t any other answer she wanted to give anyway. 

“Yes.” 


THE END 
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